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Abstract
Once students graduate from high school and enter postsecondary education the academic
support services change. This study uses a qualitative methodology to investigate the
perceptions of students’ with specific learning disabilities (SLD), particularly the students’
perceptions of student motivation, success, and psychosocial factors such as self-efficacy, selfadvocacy, and the stigmas related to having an SLD in an effort to identify the factors that
impact success in college students who have specific learning disabilities. The researcher will
interview students with a SLD regarding the length of time their disability has been identified,
the accommodations previously accessed in the secondary educational setting compared to
current college accommodations, student motivation, success, current student support systems
skills, other psychosocial factors, and any barriers that students may perceive they face.
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Chapter I: Introduction
Introduction to the Problem
The United States developed a public educational system with the intention of fostering
the academic success of all students. Since the early 1800s the United States government has
created laws, policies, and procedures in an effort to provide academic support to students with
specific learning disabilities (SLD). The educational system was forced to change due to
Congress passing three laws: Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, Education for All
Handicapped Children Act of 1975, and Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA) in an
effort to support the success of all students. The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), which was
signed into law by George W. Bush on January 8, 2002, was created due to a concern that the
American education system was no longer internationally competitive.
The NCLB legislation set standards that significantly increased the federal role in holding
schools responsible for the academic progress of all students including students with an SLD
(Klein, 2016). According to McCray and McHatton (2011) “The No Child Left Behind Act
(NCLB, 2002) and the reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education
Improvement Act (IDEA, 2004) have resulted in greater numbers of students with disabilities
(SWDs) receiving most of their instruction in general education settings” (p.135). There have
been several reauthorizations of IDEA which emphasized the importance of transition planning
in providing support for a student with an SLD in order for them to pursue postsecondary
education and training, gain employment, and live more independently (Cobb, Lipscomb,
Wolgemuth, Schulte, 2013).
The Association on Higher Education and Disability (AHEAD) was originally known as
the Association on Handicapped Student Service Programs in Postsecondary Education
11

(AHSSPPE). AHEAD is actively involved in all facets of promoting full and equal participation
by individuals with disabilities in higher education, and supporting the systems, institutions,
professions, and professionals who attend to the fulfillment of this important mission
(Association of Higher Education, 2016).
Most recently, the U.S. Department of Education developed The Every Student Succeeds
Act (ESSA), which President Barak Obama signed into law on December 10, 2015. According
to the U.S. Department of Education website (n.d.), the ESSA Act “represents good news for our
nation’s schools, and is a bipartisan measure which reauthorizes the 50-year-old Elementary and
Secondary Education Act (ESEA), the nation’s national education law and longstanding
commitment to equal opportunity for all students” (Every Student Succeeds Act section, para. 1).
Jean Ann Summers, Glen W. White, E Zhang, and Jeffrey M. Gordon (2014), pointed out that
there has been an increase in participation at the postsecondary level, which seems to be an
outgrowth of the Rehabilitation Act, the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA, 1990) and its
subsequent amendments in the Americans with Disabilities Act Amendments Act (ADA-AA,
2008)” (Summer et al,. 2014).
The topic of educating students with an SLD is not a new idea or fad. The Individuals
with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) was originally passed in 1975 to make sure those
struggling with learning disabilities received a free, appropriate public education, just like that
which was offered to their peers (Guide to Disability Rights Laws, 2016). Forty years after this
bill was approved the country has seen an increase in students with an SLD entering
postsecondary institutions, but only 28% of students with an SLD complete their program of
study (Stein, 2014, p. 54). The purpose of this study was to examine the factors that cause only
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28% of students with disabilities to finish their program in an effort to increase the graduation
rate of all students who struggle with learning disabilities.
Background of the Study
The American public education system has been providing instructional support to
students with an SLD for over a century, but the educational system was not always required to
provide intervention services to students with SLD. The educational system was forced to
change due to Congress passing additional laws; the first was Section 504 of the Rehabilitation
Act of 1973. This federal law was designed to protect the rights of individuals with disabilities
in programs and activities that receive federal financial assistance from the U.S. Department of
Education. The Section 504 regulations require a school district to provide a free appropriate
public education (FAPE) to each qualified student with a disability who is in the school district's
jurisdiction, regardless of the nature or severity of the disability. Under Section 504, FAPE
consists of the provision of regular or special education and related aids and services designed to
meet the student's individual educational needs as adequately as the needs of nondisabled
students are met. Section 504 outlawed handicap-based discrimination in any program,
including public education and some private higher education institutions, which received direct
or indirect federal financial assistance (U.S. Department of Education, 2010).
The second law that Congress passed was the Education for All Handicapped Children
Act of 1975, which was a result of the Brown vs. the Board of Education lawsuit of 1954. The
case involving Brown vs. the Board of Education addressed the segregation of black and white
students, which did not provide equal opportunity to all students. The Education for All
Handicapped Children Act was signed into law in order to provide equal opportunity to all
individuals regardless of skin tone or intellectual capacity. To ensure that the American
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education system could meet Congress’s expectation the development of Public Law No. 94-142
was therefore proposed to establish and protect the right to education for all handicapped
children. The law also provided assistance to the states in carrying out their responsibilities
under state law and the Constitution of the United States to provide equal protection of the laws
(Coates, 1985).
The third law Congress passed was the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA)
in an effort to support the success of all students. The ADA was the nation's first comprehensive
civil rights law addressing the needs of people with disabilities, prohibiting discrimination in
employment, public services, public accommodations, which included the American education
system (Guide to Disability Rights Laws, 2016). The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), which
was signed into law by George W. Bush, was designed to hold states and schools more
accountable for students’ academic progress and achievement (U.S. Department of Education,
2001). The topic of educating students with an SLD is not a new idea or fad. The Individuals
with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) was originally passed in 1975 to make sure those
struggling with learning disabilities received a free, appropriate public education, just like that
which was offered to their peers (Guide to Disability Rights Laws, 2016). Forty years after this
bill was approved, the country has seen an increase in students with an SLD entering
postsecondary institutions, but only 28% of students with an SLD complete their program of
study (Stein, 2014, p. 54). The purpose of this study is to examine the factors that might enable
the remaining 72% of students with an SLD to be more successful in an effort to increase the
graduation rate of all students who struggle with learning disabilities.
The research clearly indicates that over the past three decades, students with an SLD
enrolling at a postsecondary institution has tripled (Cole & Cawthon, 2015). With this increase
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however, the research indicates that students with SLDs completed a bachelor’s degree or higher
at a rate of only 12.2%, compared with 30.9% of those without disabilities (Erickson et al.,
2012). According to Denhart (2008) there have not been many studies conducted that seek the
voice of those labeled students with an SLD, who are living through the impact of scientifically
based interventions imposed upon them or other possible solutions yet to be recognized by
researchers who do not experience the phenomenon. The intent of this study is to make the
voices heard of those students with an SLD who are struggling through the academic rigors of
postsecondary education.
Statement of the problem
There are many obstacles students with an SLD must conquer in order to transition
successfully from secondary education into a postsecondary institution because the
accommodations and support services are different. There are many factors that impact students
who struggle with learning disabilities. This has recently become a concern to educators because
the number of students with an SLD at postsecondary institutions has tripled over the past three
decades and now constitutes about 11% of undergraduate students (Cole & Cawthon, 2015). In
another study conducted by Kathleen Stein (2014) the “research examining postsecondary
outcomes found of the 73% of students with disabilities who enrolled in college, only 28%
completed their programs, compared to 54% of their peers without disabilities” (p. 54). The
research is clear that students with an SLD are at a significant disadvantage because they have
difficulty with academic skills, compared to their peers without disabilities.
Smedema et al. (2015) found that many students with an SLD received significant
assistance throughout primary and secondary education from their parents, teachers, and school
counselors. Unfortunately, once these students have enrolled in college they lose their network
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of support and must learn how to make decisions, and advocate for themselves; and for most of
these students with SLD, they are doing it for the very first time (Smedema et al. 2015).
Smedema et al. (2015) argued that “They [students with SLDs] must develop organizational and
study skills and learn to set both short-term and long-term goals on their own as well as social
skills to communicate effectively with instructors, roommates, friends, and dating partners”
(Smedema et al. 2015 p. 342). The question or concern then is how do educators prepare
students with an SLD for a successful transition into their freshman year of college, while
providing them with the tools to make it through their programs successfully?
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of the study was to identify how students with an SLD perceive academic
supports, barriers, and other psychosocial factors (self-efficacy, self-advocacy, and the
stigmatizations) that influence academic success for students with an SLD at the selected
institution in upstate New York. The intent was to provide awareness to postsecondary
personnel about the perceptions of students with an SLD regarding the accommodations and
supports of the selected New York state university. This document will facilitate awareness of
the selected postsecondary institutions in New York state with the support services that students
with an SLD feel are critical to their academic success.
The intent of this study was to provide information to the postsecondary personnel in an
effort to better prepare students with an SLD for increased educational supports, counseling and
education on the perceived stigmas, any anticipated barriers, and psychosocial factors that
proved successful for similar students with SLD. Secondary students with an SLD may perceive
postsecondary education supports to be similar to those they received throughout their secondary
education. Learning from current students with an SLD experiences in the postsecondary setting
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would behoove current secondary students to better prepare for their postsecondary
experiences. In addition, providing insights to postsecondary educators about the changes and
perceived barriers in postsecondary accommodations offers opportunities to educate
postsecondary faculty, resulting in more preparedness for transition aged students.
The intent of this study was to provide postsecondary personnel who work with students
with an SLD an awareness of the differences from the accommodations offered at the secondary
level compared to the accommodations offered at the postsecondary level. The increased
awareness of these differences was advantageous in promoting systemic change for the colleges
and the students with SLD.
Rationale
As more students with an SLD transition from secondary education into postsecondary
institutions, continued efforts to support the students’ preparing for their postsecondary
education impact secondary educational settings. This study adds to the research on transition
aged curriculum in a secondary setting as well as the research in postsecondary institutions.
Research is needed on the perceptions of students with an SLD, particularly their perceptions of
student motivation, resiliency, and other psychosocial factors, in an effort to identify the factors
that impact success in college freshmen with an SLD entering four-year postsecondary
institutions.
Research Questions
The following research questions were examined in this study:
RQ1. What are the disability services colleges can offer students with an SLD to increase their
individual success and retention rates?
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RQ2. How are the SLD support services perceived to be different at the secondary level
compared to the postsecondary level?
RQ3. What barriers still exist for students with an SLD after accessing college disability
services?
Significance of the Study
The significance of the current study was to examine the factors that cause the 72% of
students with disabilities not to finish their program in an effort to increase the graduation rate of
all students who struggle with learning disabilities. According to Trammell (2009) students with
disabilities are attending two-year and four-year postsecondary institutions in record numbers.
However, colleges and universities within the United States do not provide adequate support for
students with SLD. Sniateck, Perry, and Snell (2015) argued that the presence of students with
disabilities who attend colleges and universities within the United States has increased
significantly in recent years, yet many of these students struggle with significant barriers that can
have a profound impact on their college experience. Many students with an SLD have
difficulties navigating the environment of colleges and universities within the United States, for
reasons including but not limited to challenging faculty interactions, difficulty receiving accurate
information from their institution (e.g., program specific information or course requirements),
poor self-advocacy, and academic difficulties (Cole & Cawthon, 2015, p. 163).
The results of this study should have benefits for students with learning disabilities
attending colleges or universities within the United States, as well as faculty and administrators.
The results will provide a list of factors from students with an SLD who are currently working
through their programs of study in an effort to provide a grid of factors that the students who are
persevering through their program identity as being beneficial to their academic success. Results
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of this study will enable administrators to design and implement better academic support
programs, and help students to better understand their learning styles and needs.
Definitions of Terms
ADA: Americans with Disabilities Act: a law passed by Congress in 1990, is a civil
rights law that prohibits discrimination against individuals with disabilities in all areas of
public life, including jobs, schools, transportation, and all public and private places that
are open to the general public. The purpose of the law is to make sure that people with
disabilities have the same rights and opportunities as everyone else (ADA Amendments
Act of, 2008).
AHEAD: The Association on Higher Education and Disability, which was established in 1977,
was created to ensure equal participation by individuals with disabilities in higher
education; and supporting the systems, institutions, professions, and professionals who
attend to the fulfillment of this important mission (Association of Higher Education,
2016).
ESSA: The Every Student Succeeds Act was created to ensure equity by upholding critical
protections for America's disadvantaged and high-need students. The act requires all
students in America receive high academic standards that will prepare them to succeed in
college and careers, while ensuring that vital information is provided to educators,
families, students, and communities through annual statewide assessments that measure
students' progress toward those high standards (U.S. Department of Education, 2015).
FAPE: The Free and Appropriate Public Education for Students with Disabilities: Requirements
fall under Section 504 of The Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (U.S. Department of Education,
2010). A Free Appropriate Public Education guarantees that all children with disabilities
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will receive the same education as a student without disability or handicap. FAPE
provides students with disabilities with special services, usually written in an
Individualized Education Plan (IEP). An appropriate education generally allows
education in regular classes, the use of related aids and services integrated within the
regular classroom, or special education and related services in separate classrooms for all
or portions of the school day (Free Appropriate Public Education under Section 504,
n.d.).
IDEA: The Individuals with Disabilities Act is a law ensuring that children with disabilities are
provided access to services throughout the nation. IDEA governs how states and public
agencies provide early intervention, special education, and related services to more than
6.5 million eligible infants, toddlers, children, and youth with disabilities (Individuals
with Disabilities Act of 1990, Section 602(a), 20 U.S.C. §1401a).
NCLB: The No Child Left Behind Act, which was signed into law by President Bush on Jan. 8,
2002, was designed to drive broad gains in student achievement and to hold states and
schools more accountable for student progress. This act represented significant change to
the education landscape by holding school districts and states accountable for student
achievement (U.S. Department of Education, 2001).
PAS: Perceived parental autonomy support is the extent to which parents value and use
techniques that facilitate independent problem solving, choice, and self-determination in
their children (Wong, 2008).
PSSDS: The Postsecondary Student Survey of Disability-Related Scale measured the amount of
perceived stigma in college students with disabilities (Wong, 2008).
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PSS: Perceived social support and coping strategies are important determinants of academic and
life success, especially for those students with specific learning disabilities who are
adjusting/transitioning from high school to a college or university setting to a new
environment (Wong, 2008).
SDT: Self-Determination Theory is concerned with supporting our natural or intrinsic tendencies
to behave in effective and healthy ways. Self-Determination Theory represents a broad
framework for the study of human motivation and personality. Self-Determination
Theory articulates a meta-theory for framing motivational studies, a formal theory that
defines intrinsic and varied extrinsic sources of motivation, and a description of the
respective roles of intrinsic and types of extrinsic motivation in cognitive and social
development and in individual differences (Self-determination Theory, 2016).
Section 504: Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 protects the rights of individuals with
disabilities in programs and activities that receive federal financial assistance, including
federal funds. Section 504 regulation requires a school district to provide a “free
appropriate public education” (FAPE) to each qualified person with a disability who is in
the school district’s jurisdiction, regardless of the nature or severity of the person’s
disability (U.S. Department of Education, 2010).
SLD: Specific Learning Disabilities is a life-long neurobiological disorder that affects the
manner in which individuals with potentially normal or above average intelligence select,
retain and express information. Incoming or outgoing information may become
scrambled as it travels between the senses and the brain. In many cases, learning
disabilities interfere with the development and use of language and the ability to speak,
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read, write, spell or perform math calculations (Learning Disabilities Association of New
York State, 2008).
Assumptions and Limitations
There are several limitations to this study. First, the study was limited by the population,
which is a single university in New York. Other limitations of this study included the students
who have identified as having a specific learning disability, who are attending a university
located in New York state. The study was also limited by the method of data collection, and the
support services offered at the selected university. Another limitation to consider was that the
purpose of data collection was to share only a few stories of individuals who are suffering
through their academic journeys as they attempt to adjust to the academic rigors of
postsecondary education. The purpose of this study was to share the stories of those individual
students who are currently trying to figure out how to deal with the SLD as a student at the fouryear institution.
Limitations of this study included the various accommodations students with an SLD
accessed in the selected university. Another limitation of this study was the inconsistent use of
terminology used to describe previous or current accommodations. This study was also limited
by the inconsistency of student support services in postsecondary education, as postsecondary
institutions are not required to provide consistent services. The impact of positive or negative
experiences with accessing the accommodations in college may influence the students with an
SLD in their perceptions of the purpose of the interview process.
The participants may exhibit “social desirability bias meaning participants give answers
by trying to predict what the researcher is seeking” (Muijs, 2011, p. 65). Researcher bias is
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another limitation of the study (experimenter expectation), as the researcher expects a certain
outcome from the experimental research study. According to Merriam (2009) the researcher,
who acts as the interviewer is left to rely on his own instincts and abilities throughout most of the
researcher’s project (p. 52). This study was also limited by each student’s capability to
comprehend the interview questions.
Nature of the Study
This study uses a qualitative methodology to investigate the perceptions of students with
SLD, particularly their perceptions of student motivation, resiliency, and other psychosocial
factors in an effort to identify the factors that contribute to success in college freshmen with
specific learning disabilities. The researcher interviewed students with an SLD regarding the
length of time their disability has been identified, the accommodations previously accessed in the
secondary educational setting compared to current college accommodations, student motivation,
success, current student support systems skills, other psychosocial factors such as self-advocacy
and self-efficacy, and any barriers that students may perceive they face.
Organization of the Remainder of the Study
Chapter two of this study provides a research base from both higher education, and K-12,
examining the differences in accommodations students with an SLD experience when
transitioning from secondary to postsecondary education. Chapter two also explores major issues
in the literature related to the factors that influence the success of students with an SLD in higher
education.
Chapter three provides the methodology and theoretical framework that guide this study.
Chapter three will provide a thorough discussion of the research design and data analysis, and

23

will outline the research instruments that were used throughout the interview process. Chapter
three will also identify the selected sample, setting, and limitations associated with this study.
Chapter four will provide an analysis of the data from all the interviews and other
documents collected throughout the study. Results are provided both in text and through visual
representations. Charts and tables were utilized to show the qualitative data. Chapter four will
also include a discussion of the sample as well as a narrative analysis for the qualitative data.
Last, chapter five begin by including an overview of the study and providing a conclusion
for this study. Chapter five also includes implications found throughout the research process
along with recommendations for practitioners. Chapter five will end with a section highlighting
recommendations for future study.
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Chapter II: Literature review
There has been a steady increase in students with an SLD entering postsecondary
education with an identified gap in the support services provided to accommodate students with
an SLD in higher education. For example according to Sparks and Lovett (2014), the largest
identified groups with disabilities enrolled in postsecondary education are students with Specific
Learning Disability (SLD) and with approximately 29% of these students self-disclosing a
disability. The lack of academic support services has caused many students with an SLD to
struggle, facing significant barriers that have a negative impact on their college experience. It is a
common understanding that the federal government should be working to ensure that any student
with a disability who is entering postsecondary education is offered the support services
necessary in order to successfully complete a program of study (AHEAD, 2016). This is why the
government has put regulations such as the “Regulation to Implement the Equal Employment
Provisions of the Americans with Disabilities Act, As Amended; Notice of Proposed Rule
Making,” 74 Fed. Reg. 183 (23 September 2009), while supporting organizations such as
AHEAD and the American with Disabilities Act.
Currently, the educational laws are different in higher education compared to secondary
education, which tends to confuse all parties involved in the process. A major difference
between secondary education and postsecondary education, is that once an individual turns 18
and qualifies for ADA, the school is no longer responsible for providing services. However, if
the student initiates this process and the student is not entitled to protection if they do not inform
the school of their disability (Cawthon & Cole, 2010). According to Sparks and Lovett (2014)
the laws are not the only inconsistency among academic accommodations, but for students with
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SLD, the documentation that is produced as part of their special education procedures during
their K-12 education is not always sufficient to access services at the postsecondary level.
According to Summers et al. (2014), the number of students with disabilities
transitioning from secondary education and enrolling in postsecondary education within four
years of leaving high school rose from 27% in 2003 to 57% in 2009. The research indicates that
of the 73% of students with disabilities who enrolled in college, only 28% completed their
programs, compared to 54% of their peers without disabilities (Stein, 2014). A study conducted
by Sanford et al. (2011) reported similar results; the findings indicated that students with
learning disabilities attended four-year colleges at a much lower frequency than their peers
without disabilities (21.2% vs. 40.2%, respectively) but participated in two-year or community
college and vocational, technical, or business schools at higher frequencies than their peers
without disabilities (49.9% vs. 20.6% and 35.8% vs. 20.3%).
With this increase in students with an SLD entering the realm of higher education it is
important that educational institutions be careful not to let the term "learning disabled" segregate
these students from the regular university curriculum. As more and more students with
disabilities enter postsecondary education, the educational setting should work to adapt to its
students’ needs in an effort to support every student academically throughout their study.
For students with disabilities, who are enrolling into higher education it is important to
know and understand the laws that change from secondary education to postsecondary education.
There are three main legislative acts that affect how students with an SLD access
accommodations: (a) the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), (b) Americans
with Disabilities Act (ADA), and (c) the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (Section 504) (Cawthon &
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Cole, 2010). One issue is that students with an SLD do not understand that there are significant
differences between the laws that govern secondary and postsecondary education.
The first law, IDEA, governs special education in secondary institutions, and is likely
familiar to students. The second law which applies to postsecondary institutions is the ADA,
which ensures that physical and mental disabilities in no way diminish a person’s right to fully
participate in all aspects of society including higher education. Differences between these laws
include the purpose of the law, how a student is determined to be eligible for services, and to
what accommodations eligible students with an SLD are entitled. The Rehabilitation Act applies
to students in both settings, but follows different principles and guidelines for receiving services
(Cawthon & Cole, 2010). A major difference between IDEA and ADA is that once an individual
turns 18 and qualifies for ADA, the school is no longer responsible for providing services, unless
the student initiates this process, and also the student is not entitled to protection if they do not
inform the school of their disability (Cawthon & Cole, 2010).
Differences in Academic Support Services
One of the major issues that students with disabilities face is the transitioning from high
school into postsecondary institutions with the inconsistency in services provided between
secondary and postsecondary education. One of the biggest differences between the secondary
and postsecondary education is that at the college level, the students has to learn to advocate for
their own services rather than having the school district advocate for them. According to
Cawthon and Cole (2010), once an individual turns 18 and qualifies for ADA, the school is no
longer responsible for providing services, unless the student initiates this process, and also the
student is not entitled to protection if they do not inform the school of their disability (Cawthon
& Cole, 2010). According to Sparks and Lovett (2014), the laws are not only inconsistent
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among academic accommodations, but for students with SLD, the documentation that is
produced as part of their special education procedures during their K-12 education is not always
sufficient to access services at the postsecondary level. The student is then responsible for
providing proper documentation such as from their insurance company or former school district
that will refer the student to a provider(s) in the area who conduct learning disability evaluations
(Services for Students with Disabilities, 2016).
When it comes to the support services the institutions provide it is essential to examine
the federal acts that protect students with disabilities. In secondary education, supports for
students are offered under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act. In college, the
Americans with Disabilities Act (and its amendments) and the 1973 Rehabilitation Act (Section
504) protect students with disabilities from discrimination and provide for reasonable
accommodations to insure equal access in all its programs (ADA Amendments Act, 2008). It is
important to draw attention to the fact that at the postsecondary levels the institution is only
responsible for the protection of students with disabilities from discrimination and provision for
reasonable accommodations to insure equal access in all its programs. There is no federal act
that mandates postsecondary institutions to provide specific and consistent services to students
with disabilities, leaving the student unsure of what services are available. What the federal
government does require is for institutions to provide for reasonable accommodations to insure
equal access in all its programs (ADA Amendments Act, 2008).
The services that the State of New York requires public schools to offer a child with
disabilities are a lot more structured compared to postsecondary institutions. First, students in
secondary education do not have to advocate for themselves in order to get the services they
require to be successful academically (U.S. Department of Education, 2006). The New York
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State Board of Education in conjunction with the Board of Regent offers a continuum of special
education services for school-age students with disabilities, in an effort to meet an individual
student's needs that includes but are not limited to: consultant teacher services (direct and/or
indirect); resource room services; extended time on tests and tests and quizzes being read to the
student; related services; integrated co-teaching services; and special classes (DeLorenzo, 2008).
The table below, which was modified from a chart developed by Allison Zimmermann and Delia
Hall from Corning Community College, compares the major differences between secondary and
postsecondary institutions, specifically comparing what both institutions are required to provide
to students with disabilities. This table is not an exhaustive list, and there might be differences
depending on the institution the student is attending.
Table 2.1
Comparing Secondary & Postsecondary Services
Secondary

Postsecondary

Services provided under IDEA or Section 504,

Services provided under Americans with

subpart D.

Disabilities Act (ADA) or Section 504 subpart
E.

Services provided to ensure success of student.

Services provided to ensure equal access.
Success is responsibility of the student.

Schools are responsible for identifying and

Students must self-identify and provide

evaluating the student.

appropriate and current documentation.

The IEP is mandated and followed.

No IEP. Accommodation Memo provided.

Teacher ensures student uses modifications and Student responsible for using accommodations.
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accommodations.
Assignments and Tests may be modified.

Students are expected to do the same
assignments and tests as all students.

Special education teachers inform instructors

Student is responsible for informing instructors

of student’s needs.

of accommodations.

Parents involved in planning.

Parental involvement up to student.

High School is highly structured for students,

In college, students are responsible for

with 6 hours a day, and 30 hours a week in

structuring their own time. They may have

class.

class only 12 or 15 hours each week.

Separate classroom with intervention services

Student success Center which students access

provided by the school district (mandatory).

on their own (voluntarily).

Students’ time and assignments are structured

Students manage their own time and complete

by others.

assignments independently.

Tutoring and study support may be a service

Tutoring DOES NOT fall under Disability

provided as part of an I.E.P. or 504 plan.

Services. Students with disabilities must seek
out tutoring resources as they are available to
all students.

The Documentation Disconnect
Unfortunately for students with SLD, the documentation that is produced as part of their
special education procedures during their K-12 education is not always sufficient to access
services at the postsecondary level, a problem known as the “documentation disconnect” (Sparks
& Lovett, 2014). The documentation disconnect is an inconsistency between secondary and
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postsecondary institutions, which leaves students unsure of what documentation is required in
order to receive services. The issues center on the disconnect between the nature and extent of
disability documentation generated during a student's public school career and the documentation
required at the postsecondary education level to access services. The challenges presented by this
disconnect have no simple answers given the legal, practical, and philosophical differences
between these two educational entities. Sparks and Lovett pointed out that students had to decide
whether to disclose their disability, while assuming that their accommodations and disability
would grant them the same services they received throughout their secondary education, which is
not the case.
The issue that must be addressed is developing a standardized document that transitions
with students with disabilities from the secondary to their postsecondary institution to ensure that
students have the required documentation when entering the postsecondary institution. Strategic
transitional planning for the student with learning disabilities transitioning from high school to
college is crucial for a positive postsecondary experience, which supports the need to conduct
this research study (National Joint Committee on Learning Disabilities, 2007). The researcher
of this study examined whether the documentation disconnect is a major factor that prevents
students with an SLD from accessing the accommodations they received while at the secondary
level.
Barriers to Accessing Accommodations
It is important for practitioners and students to understand that there are many barriers
that exist which impact the ability of students with an SLD to access accommodations beyond
lack of knowledge and ability to advocate for their academic needs. Other barriers include being
misunderstood by faculty, being reluctant to request accommodations for fear of invoking a
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stigma, and having to work considerably longer hours than non-labeled peers. A study
conducted by Marshak et al. (2010) found that five major thematic categories emerged from the
data analysis, which were identified as barriers for students with an SLD who were seeking and
utilizing disability support services in college: (a) identity issues, (b) desire to avoid negative
social reaction, (c) insufficient knowledge, (d) perceived quality and usefulness of services, and
(e) negative experiences with professors. The researchers of the study examined barriers related
to identity as being one of the most frequent barriers that students reported, which kept them
from choosing to seek the services and accommodations available to them (Marshak et al.,
2010). The research above supports the fact that the barriers identified throughout the literature
tend to have a negative impact on students with SLD, generally deterring them from accessing
the accommodations for which they qualify.
The researchers of the study identified subcategories related to identity issues including a
desire for self-sufficiency, a desire to shed the stigmatized identity they had in high school, and a
desire not to integrate the presence of a disability into their college identity. The results from
their study indicated that among students with SLD, their perception of themselves, determined
whether or not the student would disclose their disability allowing them to receive the support
services offered through their institution (Marshak et al., 2010). Educators and administrators
should be aware of how a student’s perception of self, impacts their overall academic success.
Another barrier that was found to impact students with an SLD to access services
included not knowing what support services were available to them through their institutions.
The next student identified barrier related to not being able to articulate or explain their disability
to their institution, which prevented them from receiving the proper accommodations. The final
student identified barrier related to students with an SLD believing that using the services that
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they qualified for took away from other students whom they perceived as more entitled to
receive the services (Marshak et al., 2010). The research supports the fact that postsecondary
institutions should provide freshmen as well as all incoming students with a basic overview of
the services that the institutions provide to students with disabilities. The researchers,
throughout the interview process, found a common pattern of students commenting on feeling
guilty for using accommodations as the students questioned the perceived fairness of receiving
special services and accommodations (Marshak et al., 2010). The research indicated that a
student’s perception of self has a major impact on their academic success and is an area that
should be addressed as students with an SLD transition from secondary to postsecondary
education in an attempt to increase academic success.
A general lack of knowledge regarding the nature of their disabilities, their rights, or their
accommodation needs seems to be one type of barrier faced by students with an SLD who are
seeking out or making regular use of accommodations (Ferrell, Marshak & Dugan, 2003; Ferrell
& Marshak 2004; Palmer & Roessler, 2000).
In a study conducted by Trammell and Hathaway (2007) the researchers found that there
are many different and sometimes contradictory findings among studies, concluding that a
students’ decision to seek help is “complex, multilayered, and highly correlated to the climate
and disability environment on campus, as well as to personal factors related to motivation, which
vary from student to student” (p. 6). Trammel and Hathaway (2007) concluded their research by
discussing the stigmatizing impact disabilities have on students. Their study revealed that a
major factor which influences whether or not students with an SLD access their support services
was related to the environment of the institution they attended and how they perceived
themselves. The reason being that students with an SLD were more likely to access their support
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services in an environment where they felt supported, rather than stigmatized according to
Hathaway (2007).
Student Motivation
Student motivation, psychosocial factors related to student outcomes, and student support
services are all factors that could impact students with learning disabilities. Robbins et al. (2004)
found through their research that the psychological literature suggests that contemporary
motivational theories are emerging as strong explanatory models of academic achievement and
other performance behavior. There are many factors that are critical to a student’s success in
higher education, and motivation is one of those key factors (Sogunro, 2015). Motivation is even
more critical for students with learning disabilities, because if students with an SLD are not
being motivated by their instructors they may have a tougher time synthesizing the material. The
reality is that in all teaching and learning transactions, motivation is an inevitable construct that
evokes and sustains effective learning (Sogunro, 2015).
Understanding student motivation, why it breaks down and how it can be supported or
enhanced, is essential to the success of students with an SLD and the educators and
administrators charged with fostering academic growth in all students (Berliner, 2004). For the
purpose of this study motivation is defined as the process that arouses, energizes, directs, and
sustains behavior and performance according to Luthans (1998). One of the challenges that
students with an SLD face is that accommodations and support services at the college setting
differ in consistency among postsecondary institutions (Cortiella et al., 2014). This
inconsistency can cause students with an SLD to become frustrated with their postsecondary
institution, leading to a loss of motivation.
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A study conducted by Sogunro (2015), investigated 203 adult learners in higher
education, and specifically examined factors that influence student motivation. The researchers
evaluated eight areas that they felt were important to student motivation, which were quality of
instruction, quality of curriculum (content/syllabus), relevance and pragmatism, interactive
classrooms and effective management practices, progressive assessment and timely feedback,
self-directedness (Learner’s autonomy), conducive learning environment, and academic advising
practices. Sogunro’s study revealed that more than 95% of the interviewees and about 70% of
the Participants at the focus groups discussions claimed that the quality of instruction was the
reason for their participation in higher education.
Self-Determination Theory
Self-Determination Theory (SDT) is concerned with supporting our natural or intrinsic
tendencies to behave in effective and healthy ways. SDT represents a broad framework for the
study of human motivation, personality, and choice making (Self-determination Theory, 2016).
SDT is an important part of this study examining the factors that contribute to the success of
students with an SLD. Self-determination, which is also known as students’ autonomous choicemaking abilities, can be considered a distinct feature of higher education, one that differentiates
it from elementary levels of schooling (Brooks & Young, 2011).
Self-determination, or students’ autonomous choice-making abilities, can be considered a
distinct feature of higher education, one that differentiates it from elementary levels of schooling.
As students move from high school into college classrooms, that is, they often experience a shift
away from mandatory activities and toward those that are more voluntary or student-controlled.
SDT is an approach to human motivation and personality that uses traditional empirical methods
while employing an organismic metatheory that highlights the importance of humans' evolved
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inner resources for personality development and behavioral self-regulation (Ryan, Kuhl, & Deci,
1997, Brooks & Young, 2011). Choice making opportunities for students are, in part,
communicated to students through a syllabus that can speak of an individual’s options related to
course activities, e.g., choosing to submit a book report instead of taking a quiz or selecting the
dates on which work is turned in (Brooks & Young, 2011). Offering students more flexibility in
the method in which they submit an assignment may increase the students’ desire to complete the
work.
Self-Regulated Learning Theory
Self-Regulated Learning theory (SRL) provides a solid framework for this study as it
examines motivational aspects of student learning. According to Wolters and Hussain (2015)
SRL can be generally understood as the process through which students take an active,
purposeful role in their learning (Wolters & Hussain, 2015). According to Zimmerman (1989),
“To qualify specifically as self-regulated in my account, students learning must involve the use
of specified strategies to achieve academic goals on the basis of self-efficacy perceptions” (p.
329). Generally, students with an SLD are provided learning strategies when they are eligible to
receive academic support services both at the secondary and postsecondary level.
Understanding that there is a need for students, especially students with an SLD to take
an active role in their education, institutions should consider providing strategies to the students
if they disclose their disability. According the study conducted by Zimmerman students who
take an active role in their education tend to be more successful compared to those students who
are not as actively involved in their academic journey. Self-regulation involves learners who
consciously work on their behaviors or strategies to achieve the goals they set for themselves
according to Barry J. Zimmerman (1989).
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Perceptions of Students with SLD
With an increase in students with an SLD enrolling in colleges and universities, it is
important to consider how the attitude of the teacher influences the student’s success. One
important factor that may contribute to the challenging climate students with an SLD face while
attending college is the lack of faculty knowledge and awareness of the issues that face these
students (Sniatecki, et al., 2015). One issue that researchers cite is a lack of appropriate and
effective accommodations in addition to the knowledge of attitudes toward disability as well as
the barriers discouraging full participation in higher education (Kurth & Mellard, 2006).
In a study conducted by Stein, the participants discussed considerations when asking for
accommodations, specific faculty characteristics and behaviors identified as affecting
achievement of students with learning disabilities, and suggestions for faculty members to help
students succeed in their coursework. Stein (2014), throughout her research, found that when
asking students with disabilities what factors assisted in their success, the participants discussed
a variety of faculty behaviors, including providing accommodations in an efficient and
confidential manner, effective teaching behaviors, availability, and personality characteristics.
According to Kraska (2003), faculty attitudes toward students with disabilities and
willingness to provide accommodations appear to be related to four main categories: (1) previous
contact with individuals with disabilities, (2) gender, (3) discipline, and (4) level of information.
In the study conducted by Kraska, who surveyed 106 faculty members of southern institutions, of
those surveyed 71 of the 106 faculty members completed and returned usable survey packets for
an overall response rate of 67%. The number of males and females were almost evenly divided,
with 36 females and 35 males. Out of the 71 participants 38% of the participants were faculty
members in the College of Arts and Science, 32% of the faculty members were in the School of
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Education, and 30% of the participating faculty members were in the School of Business.
Kraska’s (2003) findings suggested that faculty members in the School of Education are among
those holding the least positive perceptions of students with disabilities.
A study conducted by Sniatecki et al. (2015) found that in general, faculty have positive
attitudes toward students with an SLD and believe that these students can be both successful and
competitive in higher education. Sniatecki et al. examined 123 faculty members, from a college
in upstate New York and the faculty were also asked about their attitudes toward the provision of
accommodations for students with SLD. Results suggest that some faculty hold negative
attitudes toward the provision of accommodations, with 4.9% (n=6) of Participants reporting that
they agreed or strongly agreed with the ideas that provision of accommodations compromises
academic integrity and gives an unfair advantage over other students
Resiliency
Students with an SLD enrolling in a college or university within the United States face
challenges which prevent a majority of students with an SLD from completing their education.
Huang and Lin (2013) defined resilience as the successful adaptation or development of
competence despite high-risk status or chronic stress. Huang and Lin described a dynamic
process of positive adaptation despite experiences of adversity or trauma, which means that
resilient people are able to successfully adapt and to their environments even in the face of
adversity. Dawson and Pooley (2013) pointed out that resilience could be beneficial for
individuals who are facing adversity or transitions in their lives. Another challenging transitions
facing students with an SLD is the transition from secondary education to postsecondary
institutions. Daly-Cano et al., (2015) found that the ability of students with an SLD to selfadvocate was correlated to the students’ ability to adapt to college, persistence, and academic
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performance. Students with an SLD who are unable to adapt to higher education are more
vulnerable to dropout compared to their peers (Huang & Lin, 2013). Understanding that selfadvocacy is one of the keys to academic performance, postsecondary institutions should evaluate
which services can foster these skills in students with an SLD entering the institution for the first
time.
Resiliency is the driving force that takes over when a student who is struggling with a
learning disability is faced with adversity and is able to work through the situation successfully.
Fostering adaptive development depends on the cultural context, as well as academic, emotional,
behavioral and physical adjustment (Rojas Flórez, 2015). The study by Dawson and Pooley
(2013) found that the results support the hypothesis that optimism, promotion of independent
functioning (PIF) and the promotion of volitional functioning (PVF) will independently and
significantly predict resilience. When considering the impact resiliency has on students with an
SLD a study conducted by Duckworth evidenced that grit is just as important to the overall
success of students with SLD. According to Duckworth et al. (2009), “Grit is not just having
resilience in the face of failure, but also having deep commitments that you remain loyal to over
many years” (p. 1087).
Students with learning disabilities must learn to cope with their disability, while learning
to manage the academic rigor of higher education. Cowen (1988) argued that, "Coping with a
learning disability in a college or university setting with no special services would require an
active, adaptive process of managing oneself in relation to the competitive learning environment"
(p. 161). A crucial decision for students with an SLD is deciding to disclose their disability to
their professors and utilize the support services that the college offers, or attempt to succeed on
their own.

39

Another aspect of resilience is the idea of “grit” and how it relates to students with SLD.
Grit is defined as a person’s trait-level perseverance and passion for long-term goals (Wolters &
Hussain, 2015). Grit is now viewed as a characteristic or personality trait of an individual that
influences his or her attitudes or behaviors toward stressful situations or when facing adversity
(Wolters & Hussain, 2015).
In order for students with an SLD to successfully complete their programs of study,
colleges and universities could adopt a resilience paradigm. This paradigm would assist colleges
and universities in enhancing and replicating the attributes and conditions that successful
students with an SLD have identified as critical to their success. Another benefit of resilience
theory is that, because it looks at success over time, the longer-term benefits of particular
attributes and conditions can be assessed. Finally, the resilience model allows for a sense of how
multiple protective factors can work collectively, supplementing each other as they contribute to
the success of the student (Morales, 2014). Morales found through his research that self-efficacy
was among the most commonly cited valuable dispositional attributes of the students studied. A
full 92% of the students studied identified the belief in their own ability to affect change as a key
component of their success.
Psychosocial factors
A number of studies have concluded that psychological factors are critical to success in
the university setting (Chemers, Hu, & Garcia, 2001). Green (2007) conducted a study involving
233 students who were enrolled in a one of two upper level undergraduate courses through the
University of South Florida, examining the perceived stigma and perceptions among students
with and without disabilities. Findings of the study indicated that, as suggested by the Modified
Labeling Approach, participants with disabilities shared many of the perceptions of stigma
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common to participants without disability experience. Generally, students with an SLD expected
to be devalued by others because of their disabilities or psychological burden of being
recognized as having a learning disability (Green, 2007).
Stigmatization
According to Trammell (2009), a stigma is defined as the social, academic, and
psychological consequences of disclosing a disability, in this case formally to the disability
support office. Stigmas, or the fear of stigmatization is arguably the most difficult barrier for
individuals with psychological or other intellectual disabilities to overcome, which leads to
students with an SLD not disclosing their disabilities (Stein, 2014). Understanding how
stigmatization negatively impacts students with disabilities can assist postsecondary institutions
in ensuring that campuses provide a safe learning environment for all students, and is one of the
driving factors behind this study. Through Trammell’s (2009) research, which evaluated the
results of over 200 students from a variety of institutions who completed the Postsecondary
Student Survey of Disability-Related Stigma (PSSDS) instrument, the findings indicated that a
disability stigma does have a negative impact on students within the sample populations, which
included 39.33 % of the 121 students.
Green (2007) found that participants reported they felt that having a disability increased
the perception that individuals with disabilities are devalued, and resulted in a decrease in
emotional well-being (Green, 2007). Marshak et al (2010) found that students with an SLD
desired to shed their stigmatized high school identity. Many of the participants commented
about previous negative experiences during high school where they felt humiliated by other
students because of their disabilities. The transition to college brought the prospect of starting
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over in terms of a fresh social identity. According to Marshak et al (2010) “Many of the college
students interviewed spoke of wanting to shed their former identities” (p. 155).
Self-Advocacy
Self-advocacy is the ability to communicate one’s needs and wants and to make decisions
about the supports needed to achieve them (Stodden, Conway, & Chang, 2003). A study
conducted by Barber (2012) involving 20 students found that a commonality among the
participants was their self-awareness of their disabilities and the ability to advocate for the
accommodations they needed. The study went on to mention that they cited positive
relationships with mentors, either on campus or among their families. For some, the mentors
were support staff at their Disability Support Offices (Barber, 2012). Understanding the need for
students with an SLD to have support, whether on or off campus, institutions could consider
facilitating specific support groups where students build connections amongst themselves. A
study conducted by Eckes (2005) found that students with an SLD will need to develop or
strengthen their self-advocacy skills in order to be successful because they will most certainly
have to not only disclose their special education needs, but also tell their instructors the specific
accommodations they will need in each of their courses.
A longitudinal transitional study conducted by Newman et al., (2010) found that only
40% of postsecondary students who received special education services while in secondary
school identified their disability to their postsecondary institution. Of the identifying
postsecondary students, 88% actually then received supportive services, accommodations or
learning aids (Newman et al., 2010). Daly-Cano, Vaccaro, and Newman, B. (2015) suggested
that students have a variety of reasons for not disclosing their disability and requesting
accommodations, including embarrassment about disclosing one’s disability to faculty and fear
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of stigmatization from peers or faculty. However, the most common reason given by students
who did not ask for accommodations was that they did not need them. Daly-Cano et al., (2015)
found through their research with postsecondary students that self-advocacy skills are related to
adaptation to college, persistence, and academic performance (p. 214). A study conducted by
Adams and Proctor (2010), who examined attributional style, found that students with disabilities
had a “more internal, stable, and global attributional style” but had lower adaptation and ability
to adjust to college than their peers without disabilities (p. 166). Simply put, this means that
students with an SLD tend to have more difficulties with transitioning into postsecondary
education from secondary education compared to students without disabilities.
Self-Efficacy
According to Bandura (1997), perceived self-efficacy is defined as “belief in one’s
capabilities to organize and execute the courses of action required to produce given attainment”
(p. 2). In a study conducted by Chemers, Hu, and Garcia (2001), the researchers examined
psychosocial factors that contribute to the success of first year college students. The psychosocial
factors, which the researchers examined, were factors related to academic self-efficacy,
organization and attention to study, stress and time management, involvement with college
activity, emotional satisfaction with academics, and class communication (Chemers, Hu, &
Garcia, 2001). According to Albert Bandura, Gian Vittorio Caprara, Claudio Barbaranelli, Maria
Gerbino, and Concetta Pastorelli (2003) “Perceived self-efficacy plays a pivotal role in this
process of self-management because it affects actions not only directly but also through its
impact on cognitive, motivational, decisional, and affective determinants” (Bandura et al., 2003).
In their work, Dawson and Pooley (2013) described three mechanisms that seem to be
beneficial in coping with university transition and positive adaptation to adversity as well as
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being associated with resilience; optimism, perceived parental autonomy support (PAS) and
perceived social support (PSS). For students with disabilities, students whose parents worked
toward a promotion of independent functioning skills were found to be more successful in coping
with university transition and positive adaptation to adversity (Dawson & Pooley, 2013). A
study conducted by Martin et, al., (1999) involving 60 undergraduate students taking classes
during the first semester of their freshman year found that 58% of the participants felt strongly
that the emotional support they received from their parents while going to school contributed to
their overall success. The study also found that 51% of the participants in the study found
positive emotional support from friends to be a factor in their success. The researchers also
found during this study that 32% of students felt the support from faculty contributed to their
academic success. With the research suggesting that a student’s social network impacts academic
success, it is important to identify how students involved in this study perceive their social
network and how that impacts their academic success.
Martin et al., (1999) identified three factors that contributed to the overall success of first
semester freshmen. These included academic self-confidence, positive attitude toward the
postsecondary institution, and the support students received from their faculty. Another barrier
that affects students with SLD, which influences their self-confidence, is whether or not to
disclose their learning disability. Trammell (2009), argued that students who self-disclosed for
the purpose of receiving student support services were at greater risk in multiple areas including
“negative stereotypes associated with disability, inaccurate assessments of their ability to
complete college level work, inappropriate judgments by peers, lack of accommodations outside
of the classroom, or even increased likelihood of self-doubt and academic anxiety” (p. 1). A
study conducted by Shepler and Woosley (2012), found that among students with disabilities,
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their perceptions of the on-campus environment and expectations for involvement with campus
organizations were factors in predicting their social integration. Results also suggest that basic
academic behaviors, such as study skills and participation in classes, allowed for greater
explanation of the students’ self-reported academic integration (Shepler, Woosley, 2012).
Research Needs
Due to the changes from The Association on Handicapped Student Service Programs in
Postsecondary Education (AHSSPPE) to the Association on Higher Education and Disability
(AHEAD) the researcher must examine three areas that may influences success of students with
SLDs at the postsecondary institution; which are identifying current laws, increasing student
awareness, and ensuring adequate support services at the postsecondary level.
The first need is identifying the laws that guarantee students with an SLD the
accommodations required in order to succeed at the postsecondary level. According to Eckes,
(2005), when accommodating students in postsecondary education, it is important for all parties
to understand that the laws governing students with disabilities in high school are different from
the laws that apply to these students in postsecondary education.
The second need is educating and preparing students with an SLD on how the special
education laws and services differ from secondary education to postsecondary education.
Students with an SLD who are transitioning from high school to higher education need to
understand the differences between special education federal laws (Eckes, 2005).
The third need in supporting students with an SLD is to survey a group of students who
are transitioning from high school to college in an effort to find what specific services they found
most beneficial throughout their secondary education.
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A fourth need is to seek conceptual clarity within higher education research regarding
definitions of college student success and the factors that lead to it (Robbins et al., 2004).
Without knowing how to define college student success and what specific factors fostered such
success in postsecondary education it is difficult to predict the success of first year college
students with SLD.
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Chapter III: Methodology
Philosophy and Justification
A qualitative design was used to identify students with SLD, and their perception of and
access to the academic support service available to them. The purpose of this study was to
examine which specific factors contribute to students’ academic success and retention. The
study examined accommodations of students with an SLD accessed in a New York State
university setting, to assess whether or not the state institution is providing the supports
necessary for students with an SLD to successfully finish their academic programs. This study
relied on collecting data and background information about participants using the interview
questions located in Appendix B. The purpose was to identify the factors that contribute to
success in college students with SLDs who are attending a four-year institution in New York
State. This study should benefit students with an SLD as they work through the transitional
process of secondary to postsecondary education, as well as college instructors and the Director
of Student Support Services at the university to facilitate a smoother transition as incoming
students increase their knowledge and expectations of the services provided.
To identify the population of students with an SLD attending the selected four-year
institutions, the university’s Director of Student Support Services (DSSS) was contacted to
explain the purpose of the study, and permission was requested to interview students with an
SLD currently accessing support services through the institution. This study examined in detail
the attributes students with an SLD who are currently working through their programs, compared
to students with an SLD who did not finish (Brooks & Young, 2011). The researcher
interviewed students with an SLD regarding the length of time a disability had been identified,
the accommodations previously accessed in the secondary educational setting compared to
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current college accommodations, student motivation, resiliency, and current student support
systems skills. A semi-structured interview which includes 12 questions (see Appendix B) were
utilized to collect data on the students with an SLD for the purpose of discovering what factors
influenced their academic success throughout their freshman year.
Research Questions
The following research questions were examined in this study:
RQ1. What are the disability services colleges can offer students with an SLD to increase their
individual success and retention rates?
RQ2. How are the SLD support services perceived to be different at the secondary level
compared to the postsecondary level?
RQ3. What barriers still exist for students with an SLD after accessing college disability
services?
Theoretical Framework
This study was conducted based on a qualitative research approach using a basic
qualitative design. According to Merriam (2009), “Qualitative research is a type of research that
encompasses a number of philosophical orientations and approaches” (p. 19). The purpose of
selecting this type of qualitative approach is to examine how students with an SLD construct
meaning from their life experiences while transitioning from secondary to postsecondary
education. According to Merriam (2009), “The primary goal of a basic qualitative study is to
uncover and interpret these meanings” (p. 24). Utilizing a basic qualitative study also allowed
the researcher to rely on interviews as a form of data collecting, which provided the researcher
with the experiences students with an SLD face when they enter postsecondary education. The
researcher examined students with an SLD in an attempt to derive meaning(s) from the behaviors
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or actions that foster academic success and retention for students with an SLD in postsecondary
education.
Self-Regulated Learning theory (SRL) was also incorporated, which provides a solid
framework for this study. SRL is understood generally to be the process through which students
take an active, purposeful role in managing motivational, cognitive and behavioral aspects of
their own learning (Wolters & Hussain, 2015). According the study conducted by Zimmerman
students who take an active role in their education tend to be more successful compared to those
students who are not a actively involved in their academic journey. This study examined in
detail the factors that students with an SLD have who are working through their programs,
compared to students with an SLD who did not finish (Brooks & Young, 2011).
Objectives
The major goal of this study was to create a detailed description of the factors that influence
academic success for students with an SLD at a postsecondary institution in New York.
Subthemes that were thought might emerge from the data include:
•

Are there specific support services that students with an SLD find critical to their success
at the postsecondary level?

•

If so, what are the differences in support services offered at the postsecondary level
compared to the services offered at the secondary level? If the services are different, how
did the students overcome the transitional difficulties they experienced?

•

How can four-year institutions improve the transition process for students with an SLD
who are entering the postsecondary institution for the first time?

Another objective is to better understand the lived experiences of students with an SLD
enrolled fulltime at four-year institutions in order to improve the support services provided. In
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order to strive for an understanding of the process of transition, ten students with an SLD were
interviewed about their experiences in entering a postsecondary institution. This study should
provide postsecondary institutions with the factors that impact the success of students with an
SLD, which will allow New York State universities to better support and retain students with an
SLD. The information gathered through this study should benefit college students with an SLD,
as well as familiarize both academic and student affairs personnel with the needs of these
students, in order to facilitate the experience, which should lead to an increase in student
retention and graduation rates.
Research Design Strategy
A goal of this research study was to identify among students with SLD, their perceptions
of accommodations accessed in a four-year university setting compared to previously accessed
accommodations in the high school setting. Identifying the specific factors that impact resilience
leading to student retention and completion of their degree program(s) for students with an SLD
at a New York State university will offer key information for secondary special education
personnel and the Director of Student Support Services in understanding the struggle students
with an SLD have as they attempt to be academically successful at the postsecondary level.
Lastly, this study considered how much a student’s psychosocial supports or network influences
their academic success while enrolled at a university. A qualitative method approach was
utilized in this study, with a strong conceptual framework that integrates Self-Determination
Theory (SDT) to examine student motivation and student empowerment (Brooks & Young,
2011). Self-Determination Theory (SDT) is a macro-theory of personality, human motivation,
and optimal functioning that has been established as a theoretical framework to explain student
behavior(s) (Núñez, León, 2015).
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Self-Regulated Learning theory (SRL) was incorporated which provides a solid
framework for this study. Wolters and Hussain (2014) argue that SRL is understood generally to
be the process through which students take an active, purposeful role in managing motivational,
cognitive and behavioral aspects of their own learning (Wolters & Hussain, 2015). This study
examined in detail the attributes students with specific learning disabilities have who are
currently working through their programs, compared to students with an SLD who were not
provided the right accommodations to finish their programs (Brooks & Young, 2011).
The researcher utilized purposive sampling to select students and invite them to
participate in face-to-face interviews. The interview questions are located in Appendix B.
Participants were encouraged to participate in the research, and for their willingness to
participate in the study they were provided a $40.00 gift card. The interviews were held over the
phone as this was the preference of the participant.
Instrumentation and Measures
A semi-structured interview which includes 12 questions (see Appendix B) was utilized
to collect data on the students with an SLD for the purpose of discovering what factors
influenced their academic success throughout their freshman year. In a semi-structured
interview the researcher is responsible for including a mix of more and less structured interview
questions (Merriam, 2009). According to Patten (2014), “’Semi-structured’ refers to the fact that
the researcher does not need to ask only the predetermined questions” (p. 163). This allowed the
researcher freedom to adjust the questions based off the response or actions of the participant.
Table 3.1 links the research questions to the current themes found in the literature along with the
interview questions that the researcher posed to the students being interviewed.
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Table 3.1
Participant Interview Questions
Research Questions
RQ1. What are the disability

Themes
Perceptions of Students

Interview Questions
1) What services have you

services colleges can

with an SLD of the

taken advantage of since

offer students with an

support services

entering this institution?

SLD to increase their

offered at the

individual success and

postsecondary level.

retention rates?

2) Discuss services or factors
that you feel would benefit
future students with
disabilities who are
transitioning from secondary
into postsecondary
education?
3) Are there services that you
wish you had access to that
your current institution does
not offer?
4) What support services did
students with an SLD not
find beneficial to their
academic success?
5) How do you feel the support
services offered influenced
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your cumulative grade point
average?
6) Would you be willing to
share your current GPA with
me?

RQ2. How are the SLD support

Transitional difficulties

7) Please tell me about your

services perceived to be

transition from secondary

different at the secondary level

education to postsecondary

compared to the postsecondary

education?
8) Please tell me about the

level?

strengths and weaknesses of
support services offered at
the postsecondary level
compared to the services
offered through K-12
9) If you could have any
support services at the
postsecondary level what
would they be and why?

RQ3. What barriers still exist

Improving the transfer

for students with an SLD after

process for students
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10) Tell me about the process of
accessing student support

accessing college disability

with an SLD who are

services?

entering the

services.
11) What is your perception of

postsecondary

your teacher’s attitudes

institution for the first

toward your utilization of

time.

academic support services?
12) What has been your biggest
challenge in accessing
support services?

In an effort to maintain reliability and validity, the researcher also interviewed the
Director of Student Support Services at a selected SUNY school. This study also examined the
selected students’ cumulative GPA to assess whether the response they provided, correlates with
the services they receive or do not receive. The researcher has linked the research questions,
which were posed to the current administrator, to the current themes found in the literature, and
the interview questions that the researcher posed throughout the interview process. Please refer
to Table 3.2 below to see these links.
Table 3.2
Administrator Interviews Questions
Research Questions
RQ1. What are the disability

Themes
Mission of Student

services colleges can

Support Services in

support services offered to

offer students with an

Higher Education

students with disabilities?
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Interview Questions
1. What are your perceptions of

SLD to increase their

2. What services seem to be the

individual success and

most popular among students

retention rates?

with disabilities?
3. Are there any support
services that you observed
students with an SLD to not
find beneficial to their
academic success?
4. In what areas do you feel
your institution could better
serve students with
disabilities?

RQ2. How are the SLD support

Transitional difficulties

5. Have you noticed any

services perceived to be

barriers amongst students

different at the secondary level

transitioning from secondary

compared to the postsecondary

to postsecondary education

level?

that impact their education?

RQ3. What barriers still exist

Improving the transfer

for students with an SLD after

process for students

that faculty and staff are

accessing college disability

with an SLD who are

mandated to complete

services?

entering the

addressing approaches to
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6. Is there specific training(s)

postsecondary

providing services to

institution for the first

students with disabilities?
7. How do you inform students

time.

of the process of accessing
student support services?

Additionally all transcriptions were coded using the software Max QDA, and this
researcher utilized an inter-coder, who also coded two of the transcriptions. The individual
selected to act as an inter-coder was a colleague who has experience in coding similar data and
has dedicated time researching a similar topic of study. This study also examined other
documents provided by the institution, such as a list of current support services provided to
students with an SLD in an attempt to triangulate the data. In addition, an interview was
conducted with the current Director of Student Support Services, who has interactions with the
selected students with SLD, in order to compare the perceptions held by the administrators at the
selected institution to those of the students with an SLD to gain a better perspective of how the
administrators view these students.
Sample
This study focused on college students with specific learning disabilities enrolled at a
selected SUNY school who have identified as having a specific learning disability. Purposive
sample selections of 10 students, whose names were obtained from the Director of Student
Support Services (DSSS) through a selected SUNY school, were asked to participate in an
interview process. In order for this researcher to select the sample, the researcher utilized the
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method of purposive sampling in an attempt to purposely select individuals whom he believes
were a good source of information (Patten, 2014, p. 61). An invitation email, which is located in
Appendix D, was sent to the DSSS through a selected SUNY school, to distribute to students
who identify with having a SLD, and out of that group, 10 students (five male and five female),
were purposefully selected to participate. The researcher looked for a diverse range of factors
when selecting participants, such as race, ethnicity, gender, and years spent in school. The
purpose was to select a diverse sample group in an effort gain a better understanding of the
factors that impact success in college students with an SLD. The hope was to have a diverse
group of students with an SLD represented throughout this research study.
Setting
The setting for this study was a selected New York State university. This four-year
public university is defined as a public institution that offers courses leading to a degree (such as
a bachelor's, master's, or doctoral degree) and where research is done (University, 2016). The
selected SUNY school is home to 13,491 undergraduate students and out of those, 232 have
identified as having a learning disability.
The specific setting then became the Office of Students with Disabilities located on the
university’s main campus, and was utilized to maintain contact with the research participants
(Services for Students with Disabilities, n.d.) The researcher selected this institution because it
is a New York State university which serves 342 students with disabilities. The selected SUNY
school is the largest postsecondary institution, which is located in the same town as the
researcher conducting this study.
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Data Collection
The first stage in data collection was to seek approval from Bethel University’s
Institutional Review Board (IRB). The IRB process involves submitting the proposal to the IRB
committee for approval. They determined that the proposed research was ethical and what
impact the research had on the human subjects involved in the study. Once Bethel’s IRB
approved this study, the researcher was able to proceed with seeking IRB approval at the selected
university in New York State. Once the appropriate approval had been received from the
selected university, the Director of Student Support Services (DSSS) was emailed the purpose
statement and need for research in an effort to complete this research study. The email included
an introductory section alerting the participants and the DSSS of what to expect from the
researcher throughout the research process. The email also included an informed consent
(Appendix A) document for each participant to sign prior to the research beginning. A
notification on the introductory email informed the DSSS and study participants that the
summary of data specific to the University was shared upon the study’s completion.
Participation in this study was voluntary, and the researcher maintained confidentiality,
removing any identifying information as it was collected. Additionally, all electronic files and
audio recordings were stored on the researcher’s private computer and external hard-drive. All
information collected throughout this study was archived until the researcher had presented the
findings; then the researcher deleted all confidential information. The researcher left the
participant’s initials on the collected documents until the researcher had reviewed the
participant’s transcripts, so that the researcher was able to get the transcripts back to the
participants at the end of the study. In addition, any information obtained in this study was
presented to the participants for review prior to publication. In the written reports or
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publications, no identifiable information, rather only aggregate data was presented. The
researcher informed all the students with an SLD that their decision to participate or not
participate would not affect their current or future relationship with their college or Bethel
University in any way. For students who participated, the researcher ensured every participant
was aware that they were free to discontinue participation at any time without affecting these
relationships.
Once permission was granted to conduct the research, a contact at the DSSS was
identified to email selected participants interview times. The interview questions are located in
Appendix B, and the interviews took roughly one hour to complete. Participants were
encouraged to participate, and the researcher provided each student with a $40.00 gift card for
their willingness to participate in the study. The interviews were held over the phone to increase
flexibility. Prior to beginning each interview the researcher received permission from the
participants to voice record the interview to ensure accuracy. According to Patten (2014), “The
obvious advantages of recording the interviews are that they can be examined carefully at a later
date and can be examined by other researchers who are collaborating on the research project” (p.
163). In an effort to maintain reliability and validity, all transcriptions were coded using the
software Max QDA, and this research utilized an inter-coder reliability, a collaborating
researcher who also coded two of the transcriptions. The individual selected to act as the intercoder was a colleague who has experience in coding similar data.
In addition, one administrator who has regular interactions with the selected students
with an SLD was interviewed in order to compare the perceptions held by the administrators at
the selected institution to those of the students with an SLD to gain a better perspective of how
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the administrators view these students. Participation in this study was voluntary, and the
researcher maintained confidentiality, removing any identifying information as it is collected.
Additionally, all electronic files and audio recordings were stored on the researcher’s
private computer and external hard-drive and were archived until the researcher has presented
the findings. The researcher stored the data on the researcher’s password-protected computer
and on the researcher’s private external hard drive for five-years to allow the participants’ time
to finish their programs. After the five-year period, the researcher will destroy any data related
to this study. The researcher also relied on an external transcription service to assist in the
documentation process, which was included on the informed consent paper work presented to
each participant.
Finally, the researcher obtained permission to examine the selected students’ cumulative
grade point average (GPA) to assess whether the responses they provide correlate with the
services they receive or do not receive. Reviewing the GPA data of students with an SLD
assisted in answering research question one, which increased validity by allowing the researcher
to triangulate collected data.
Field Test
The researcher selected two experts in the field - to review the interview questions to
ensure that the interview questions were accurately answering the proposed research questions.
The experts suggested minor suggestions for a couple of the interview questions, but felt that the
instruments were aligned with the research questions of this study. After completion of the field
test, the researcher revised the questions as needed to ensure that all other responses answered
the research questions.
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Pilot Test
The researcher pilot tested this study using two students from the same institution who
are not related to the study. The researcher used a pilot test to strengthen the validity of the study
by evaluating the responses and revising the interview questions to ensure that each participant’s
responses fully answer the research questions. The results indicated that the instruments that
were used address the research questions of this study. The purpose of conducting a pilot test
was to increase the reliability of the interview questions through repeated measurement (Mujis,
2011). The interviews were consisted of semi-structured questions to provide insight into the
three research questions. There were twelve interview questions that were mapped to the three
research questions that provided information regarding the factors that impact success in college
freshmen with SLD.
Data Analysis
For this study, Max QDA, which is a code-based theory builder, was used to code data
for the purpose of identifying themes from the collected data. The program takes the codes
generated by the researcher and creates a relational database that includes hierarchies of
classifiers. The student version of this software was used. The product is supplied as a download
via email, and access to online training webinars was included with the license.
Limitations of Methodology
The use of interviews for data collection for a qualitative study has certain limitations.
Mainly, the researcher is the research instrument, who is responsible for conducting the
interview, transcribing the conversation, and finally reporting the findings. This study may have
been limited by the sensitivity and integrity of the investigator (Merriam, 2009). Muijis (2011)
argued that participants may exhibit a social desirability bias, where participants will attempt to
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provide the interviewer with answers by trying to predict what the researcher is seeking.
Researcher bias is another limitation of the study (experimenter expectation), as the researcher
expects a certain outcome from the experimental research study (p. 65). According to Merriam
(2009) the researcher, who acts as the interviewer is left to rely on his own instincts and abilities
throughout most of the research project (p. 52). This study may have been limited by students’
capability to comprehend the interview questions.
Limitations of this study included the various accommodations students with an SLD
accessed in the selected university. This study may have been limited by the inconsistent use of
terminology used to describe previous or current accommodations. This study was limited by
the inconsistency of student support services in postsecondary education, as postsecondary
institutions are not required to provide consistent services. The impact of positive or negative
experiences with accessing the accommodations in college may influence the students with an
SLD in their perceptions of the purpose of the interview process.
Ethical Considerations
Ethical considerations are crucial to the safety of all subjects as well as those conducting
research. The Belmont Report addresses three ethical principles, respect for persons,
beneficence, and justice (Belmont Report, 1979). The first principle is respect for persons is one
of the most important ethical principles for this proposed study, as the purpose is to research
students with disabilities. The first aspect of this principle is treating individuals as autonomous
agents, and second, that individuals who are vulnerable are entitled to protection (Belmont
Report, 1979). Understanding that students with an SLD are a vulnerable population, this
researcher ensured that every participant understands that they can step out of the study at any
time. The second principle, beneficence, ensures that individuals/subjects are treated in an
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ethical manner by respecting their decisions and protecting them from harm, while making an
effort to secure their well-being (Belmont Report, 1979). This may require the researcher to stop
the research if subjects are being exposed to significant risk(s).
The final principle discussed in the Belmont Report is the topic of justice or equality
among subjects involved in the study. An example of this would be unjust treatment or practices
geared only toward reaching students from high socioeconomic backgrounds, or if the benefits
did not reach students with a specific learning disability from minority populations. The benefits
would need to equally reach the SLD population as a whole, regardless of economic status, race,
ethnicity, etc.
Another important ethical aspect that this research considered prior to beginning is
understanding informed consent. The informed consent process involves an aspect of answering
any questions that the subject(s) have about the research so that they understand their role in the
study (Hicks, 2014). It is important for the subjects of research to understand why they are part
of the experiment and any risk that might be associated with the research project. Patten (2014)
suggested that “This information should be provided in writing, and that participants (or their
guardians) should sign an informed consent form to indicate that they understand it and freely
agree to participate” (p. 25). In order to protect all individuals from ethical malpractice the
researcher included his personal contact information, and the contact information to the
researcher’s dissertation advisor in the consent to participate form (located in Appendix A)
allowing the participants to contact the researcher at any time with questions or concerns related
to the study. The third step is allowing the subjects adequate time to process the information the
researcher provided during the informed consent process, so that no impulsive decisions are
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made (Hicks, 2014). The fourth step in the informed consent process is obtaining voluntary
agreement of the subjects to take part in the study.
The researcher also worked with the Director of Student Support Services to ensure
counseling services are offered to any participant who is negatively impacted through their
involvement. Information for the university’s counseling center was provided on the Consent to
Participate form (Appendix A), and the researcher reminded the participants of this option
following the interview. The researcher understood that students with an SLD are vulnerable
and so in order to protect the participants, the researcher worked diligently to ensure that
participants understand that they can stop at any time and then be referred to the school’s
counseling center to address any issues. The researcher in an effort to protect the anonymity of
the participants removed identifiable information leaving only the initials of the participants.
The researcher coded the material collected from the participants, so that the researcher was the
only one able to identify the participants.
Participation in this study was voluntary, and the researcher, removed all identifiable
information in an effort to maintain confidentiality. Additionally, all electronic files and audio
recordings were stored on the researcher’s private computer and external hard-drive. All the data
collected throughout this study was archived until the researcher presented the findings; then
were delete. The researcher originally left the participant’s initials on the collected documents
until the researcher had reviewed the participant’s transcripts, so that the researcher was able to
get the transcripts back to the participants at the end of this study. In the written reports or
publications, no one was identified or identifiable, and only aggregate data was presented. The
researcher informed all the students with an SLD that their decision to participate or not
participate did not affect their current or future relationship with their college or Bethel
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University in any way. For students who participate, the researcher ensured every participant
was aware that they are free to discontinue participation at any time without affecting these
relationships.
Once permission was granted to conduct the research, a contact at the DSSS was
identified to email selected participants interview times. The interview questions are located in
Appendix B, and the interviews should take roughly one hour to complete.
Also, as mentioned previously, data from the interviews was stored securely on an
external hard-drive and personal computer in the privacy of the researcher's home, and analyzed
by the researcher, external transcriber, the inter-coder, and members of the dissertation
committee. With respect to informed consent, student participants was provided an informed
consent form, which lists their rights as participants in the study, and details how their
confidentiality was maintained (see Appendix A). Finally, with respect to data ownership,
participants was emailed transcribed copies of their interviews and allowed to make any
corrections or clarifications they wish prior to analysis of the data. Although the researcher no
longer seeks the input of the participants after analysis of the data begun, each participant was
entitled to withdraw from the study at any time, a right that was made clear throughout the
informed consent form.
The research on the factors that contribute to success in college freshmen with SLD
entering four-year postsecondary institutions is comprehensive, but there is limited research
regarding the perceptions of students with an SLD transitioning into four-year institutions and
the differences in support services offered. This qualitative study interviewed students with an
SLD regarding their perceived academic supports, barriers, and other psychosocial factors that
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influence academic success for students with an SLD at the selected institutions in upstate New
York. Chapter four provides the results and summarizes the findings of the study.
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Chapter IV: Results
A qualitative method approach was utilized in this study, with a strong conceptual
framework that integrates Self-Determination Theory (SDT) to examine student motivation and
student empowerment as suggested by Brooks and Young (2011). Self-Determination Theory
(SDT) is a macro-theory of personality, human motivation, and optimal functioning that has been
established as a theoretical framework to explain student behavior(s) (Núñez & León, 2015).
The purpose of the study was to identify how students with an SLD perceive academic
supports, barriers, and other psychosocial factors that influence academic success for students
with an SLD at a selected institution in upstate New York. The intent was to provide awareness
for postsecondary personnel about the perceptions of students with an SLD regarding the
accommodations and supports of the selected New York state university. Hopefully this
document will facilitate awareness of the selected postsecondary institutions in New York State
with the support services that students with an SLD feel are critical to their academic success.
A purposive sample selection of 10 students, whose names were obtained from the
Director of Student Support Services (DSSS) through a selected SUNY school, was asked to
participate in an interview process. In order for this researcher to select the sample, the
researcher utilized the method of purposive sampling in an attempt to purposely select
individuals whom he believed would be a good source of information, as suggested by Patten
(2014). An invitation email, which is located in Appendix D, was sent out three times through
the DSSS at a selected SUNY school, and was distributed to students through email who identify
with having an SLD, and out of that group, 10 students (five male and five female), were
purposefully selected to participate. The researcher looked for a diverse range of factors when
selecting participants, such as race, ethnicity, gender, and years spent in school. The purpose
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was to select a diverse sample group in an effort to gain a better understanding of the factors that
contribute to success in college students with SLD.
Setting
The setting for this study was a selected New York State university. This four-year
public university is defined as a public institution that offers courses leading to a degree (such as
a bachelor's, master's, or doctoral degree) and where research is done (University, 2016). The
selected SUNY school is home to 13,491 undergraduate students and out of those, 232 have
identified as having a learning disability.
The specific setting then became the office of Student Support Services located on the
university’s main campus, and that office was utilized to maintain contact with the research
participants (Services for Students with Disabilities, n.d.) The researcher selected this institution
because it is a New York State university which serves 342 students with disabilities. The
selected SUNY school is the largest postsecondary institution, which is located in the same town
as the researcher conducting this study.
Findings
The following research questions were examined:
RQ1. What are the disability services colleges can offer students with an SLD to increase their
individual success and retention rates?
RQ2. How are the support services offered to students with an SLD different at the secondary
level compared to the postsecondary level?
RQ3. What barriers still exist for students with an SLD after accessing college disability
services?
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RQ 1 Findings
The findings gleaned from analyzing the data are grouped in the order of the research
questions. A total of eleven participants completed the study. Ten of the participants were
students and an administrator from the university was also part of the research study. The
researcher refers to those who participated in the study as participants. Table 4.1 provides an
overview of the participants who were involved in the research process. The researcher
attempted to make sure that there was a broad representation of students involved in the research
to assist in providing a solid understand of the current strengths and weakness of the services
offered to students with disabilities at the selected institution.
Table 4.1
Overview of Research Participants
Participants

Gender

Grade Point Average

Year of Study

Participant 1

Male

3.71

Senior

Participant 2

Female

1.9

Sophomore

Participant 3

Male

3.7

Junior

Participant 4

Female

3.25

Sophomore

Participant 5

Female

3.42

Senior

Participant 6

Female

3.2

Junior

Participant 7

Male

3.51

Senior

Participant 8

Female

3.74

Junior

Participant 9

Male

3.2

Freshman

Participant 10

Male

3.11

Senior
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All of the participants felt that there were strengths and weaknesses to the current support
services offered through the university. A summary of the researcher’s findings for RQ1, which
also includes the effectiveness of accommodations used (highlighted in gray), are located in
Table 4.2.
Interview Q1 Accommodations Accessed; including effectiveness
Participants
Participant 1

Gender
Male

Accommodations Used
Accommodations for in-class

Year of Study
Senior

presentations.
I can choose to do it just oneon-one presentations with the
professor instead of in front of
the whole class.
Participant 2

Female

extended time on tests

Sophomore

university testing center
counseling center
Participant 3

Male

extended time

Junior

a writing processor for test,
writing essays
Participant 4

Female

A word processing computer
for the test.
extended time on test and
quizzes
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Sophomore

Participant 5

Female

time and a half for tests and

Senior

quizzes
Participant 6

Female

Extended time on exams

Junior

A note taker for a class and I
Kurzweil [a text reader] to
read me textbooks.
Smartpen

Participant 7

Male

Extended time on test

Senior

Participant 8

Female

Counseling Center

Junior

Extended time on test
Participant 9

Male

Excused absences for issues

Freshman

related to disability
Participant 10

Male

Office for students with

Senior

disability, Student support
services, and Career
counseling

The researcher identified themes and sub-themes from the findings which answer the
research questions that supported this study. The main theme, which are identified and explained
in detail below are students with an SLD wanting additional support, difficulties related to
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transitioning from secondary to postsecondary education, and perceptions of students with an
SLD and attitudes of faculty members toward students utilization of academic support services.
Themes and sub-themes:
Themes and sub-themes were identified through the use of Max QDA, which is a code-based
theory builder. Max QDA was used to code data for the purpose of identifying themes from the
collected data. The program takes the codes generated by the researcher and creates a relational
database that includes hierarchies of classifiers. Additionally, the researcher utilized an intercoder, who also coded two of the transcriptions which allowed the researcher to make
adjustments in his approach before completing the coding of the other interviews. The
individual selected to act as an inter-coder was a colleague who has experience in coding similar
data and has dedicated time researching a similar topic of study. The researcher in the coding
process, first read through all the transcripts as a whole and then reread them coding them the
second time. The themes and sub-themes identified throughout the coding process are listed
below:
1. Additional support
a. SLD specific private tutoring
b. Counseling orientation and private, face to face counseling services on campus
c. SLD specific support groups
2. Transitional difficulties
a. Differences in documentation from secondary to postsecondary for students with
an SLD
b. Process of accessing SLD services
c. Differences between SLD services secondary vs. postsecondary
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3. Perceptions & attitudes:
a. Students perceptions
b. Faculty attitudes toward students’ utilization of support services
Theme 1: Additional Support
A thematic analysis of the open-ended interview questions exposed data that indicated a
need amongst students with an SLD for additional support in order to be successful in
postsecondary education. Below, are samples of responses that support the sub-theme of
students with an SLD wanting additional support that they felt would contribute to their success
at the postsecondary level:
SLD specific private tutoring
Participant 4: If you do live on campus, it's hard to find a place that can be not stressful, so
maybe having somewhere like that can be really cool. You know what would be
really great? Tutoring specific to students with disabilities. I know that athletes
get that. And there's tutoring available to them through the university. But having
something that can be available, even for more basic classes or whatever for
students with disabilities would be something that would definitely help students.
Participant 2: The University it's more independent. We don't have that teacher that sits
alongside of us and give us the help that we need. I do use tutoring services at
[current institution] and it's definitely different because there's students to teach
us, to help us with these courses and it's very ... it's a difficult process of getting
help because these students, they of course struggle though these classes too.
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Participant 6: I know that the University offers like private tutors for athletes and I think that
would also be a really beneficial thing for students with disabilities because even
when you go to the university tutoring it's still a pretty large size group and they're
still going at a fast pace, so for students who process things slower or in different
ways I think that personal tutors for classes would be really helpful.
Participant 6: I would definitely say having a private tutor. I mean I had to take hard classes like
organic chemistry and then even when I go to tutoring it's so large a group and
since a lot of my disability is with visualizing things and reading things and
understanding visual aids, and organic chemistry was really difficult for me to
understand and going to tutoring didn't really help that process because it was so
hard to process in that tutor’s setting.
Counseling orientation and private, face to face counseling services on campus:
Participant 8: The major thing is I think that counseling helped a lot. And when I was first
recommended I didn't take it seriously because I just didn't think I would need it.
So, I think in the beginning of an orientation. My professor is the one who
actually recommended me. I feel like it shouldn't be the case.
If you feel like you need help, services should be provided where you're able to
just go there. I think, at orientation time when incoming freshmen are coming I
think they should be introduced to them not if you do have any sort of thing that
would, I mean anxiety or thing that would take you to the Disabled Center. I think
these resources should be provided to them.
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Participant 9: I don't know, a guidance office? They have an advisement office and I'm pretty
sure they have, I don't know what their version of a guidance office is. They
might have one, but I haven't heard anything about it, so ...
Participant 4: Counseling. Counseling once or twice a week. Having someone to talk to. It's a
tremendous help. I meet with a psychiatrist via Skype to deal with my meds every
two to three weeks, but it's not enough. I need someone I can go to on campus, to
talk to without a group setting. I've done some group therapy in the past, it's not
for me. Having individual therapy on campus would be a major difference. And
the tutoring, as I mentioned earlier. Having tutoring would be helpful.
SLD specific support groups:
Participant 4: I think, absolutely, there's a huge change for everyone, whether someone having a
disability or not. On the transition of high school work to college work because in
high school, you have the same class every day. Your teacher's on top of you.
You've assignments to do every day. And, for someone with anxiety or ADHD,
having a check-in point every day is great because it keeps you on top of your
work. Whereas, in college, you don't know if your professor's [going to] hound
you for your work or be on top of you if you don't hand it in. It just affects your
grade.
So, to combat that, maybe ... a class ... not necessarily a class, but maybe a session
or two… like an individual lecture about time management. These things are
often ... or how to study, how to organize. These things are often given by the
university to freshmen or to transfers. But to have it specifically catered towards
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students with disabilities would be great. Have it run through the Center for
Students with Disabilities, whereas the university as a whole ... and maybe
workshops that go along with that or a place where you can complete your work
that'll be quiet. Often, if you have anxiety, having a small study space is
beneficial.
Participant 5: Like somewhat of a support group, yeah, just to kind of talk about what people
are struggling with and how people are handling it. I think that would be
beneficial. I don't know how many people would use that.
The thematic analysis of the open-ended interview questions, highlights the need for
additional support of students with an SLD who are transitioning or entering into postsecondary
education. This is based not only on the number of statements but also participants’ tone and
emphasis regarding the importance of additional support and being offered the same access to
tutoring as the athletes at the same university. It was communicated repeatedly that students
want and need mental health services specific to learning disabilities as many are self-conscious
of their disability and would like an on campus clinician to confide in.
Table 4.3
RQ1 Interview Q3
Interview Q3

Are there services that you wish you had access to that your current
institution does not offer?

Participant 1

The major thing is I think that counseling helped a lot. And when I was first
recommended I didn't take it seriously because I just didn't think I would
need it. So, I think in the beginning of an orientation ... My professor is the
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one who actually recommended me. I feel like it shouldn't be the case.
Participant 2

Maybe a class… not necessarily a class, but maybe a session or two, like an
individual lecture about time management. These things are often ... or how
to study, how to organize. These things are often given by the university to
freshmen or to transfers. But to have it specifically catered towards students
with disabilities would be great. Have it run through the Center for Students
with Disabilities, whereas the university as a whole ... and maybe
workshops that go along with that or a place where you can complete your
work that'll be quiet. Often, if you have anxiety, having a small study space
is crucial to my success...

Participant 3

Well best thing is going to talk with the guys at the disabilities center
because I feel like they really helped me there. I was kind of at first,
thinking, these guys are not going to be there to help, well you know, like it
was in high school. They really did a great job making it easy for me. It
wasn't complicated getting my accommodation letter, getting the resources
that I needed to take my test. That is definitely something that I would
recommend to people coming in from high school ... disability
accommodation center.

Participant 4

I had nobody to navigate me through the other resources like Research
Help, the Writing Center, but I also feel that the Writing Center they have
"do's and don'ts" on the website pages at the University and it says what
they can't help you with. And it's kind of hard for learning disability
students to not get the help that they need, of course. It's hard for them to go
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there and they don't get the help that they need.
Participant 5

Well I mean, I can only speak for my disability because I can't speak for
everyone, but I know when I came here as a freshman they offered me
different services but I only wanted the extra time. For example, they
offered me a pen that would erase, like I could erase it and take notes and
it'll record. I think that would be really helpful. Also they gave me option of
scanning my textbook and having a computer reading the textbook. Another
thing that I think would be helpful. I mean those two things, I can't really
think of anything else.

Participant 6

Of course, well in the past I had an issue, with contacting my professors. I
feel that they don't necessary understand and fully are knowledgeable of
student support services system and how they work. So I've recently had to
... that was a big obstacle for me. I need help to ... hard to communicate
with these professors and ask them how to set the appointments and
everything like that.

Participant 7

I wish that more videos were subtitled or transcribed. I also wish our mental
health services (counseling center) was better equipped to deal with a large
population.

Participant 8

I know that the university offers like private tutors for athletes and I think
that would also be a really beneficial thing for students with disabilities
because even when you go to the university tutoring it's still a pretty large
size group and they're still going at a fast pace, so for students who process
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things slower or in different ways I think that personal tutors for classes
would be really helpful.
Participant 9

The University does emergency counseling only. You get like one
appointment or two appointments and in an emergency situation you're free
to go off campus. And if you can't afford therapy, or you can't ... you know,
if you don't have a ride off campus you're pressured ... to have a car ... I
can’t imagine taking a taxi every time because it would be difficult,
expensive. So, counseling available to students with disabilities would be ...
there's a psychiatrist, but if you just want to talk to somebody, there's no ...
you can get your meds prescribed but you cannot get counseling. They do
group therapy and that's it. And it's really not enough.

Participant 10

I'm trying to think. Not particularly, I think they do a pretty good job at
satisfying what I need. Yeah, I'm sorry. I'm having trouble answering that
one.

Conclusion

Throughout the interview process it was made clear that students want
additional support from the institution in the form of tutoring and
counseling. This desire is reflective of Self-Regulated Learning Theory as
students understand that their emotional and psychological health influence
how they function overall as students. Wolters and Hussain (2014) argue
that SRL is understood generally to be the process through which students
take an active, purposeful role in managing motivational, cognitive and
behavioral aspects of their own learning. Lastly, a majority of participants
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reiterates the fact that future students with specific learning disabilities
could benefit from more mental health services provided by the institution.

Theme 2 Transitional Difficulties:
A thematic analysis of the open-ended interview questions exposed data that indicated a
need for consistency between secondary and postsecondary institutions in order for students with
an SLD to be successful in postsecondary education. Below, are samples of whole passages that
follow each sub theme of students with an SLD identifying issues related to transitioning from
secondary to postsecondary education that they felt would benefit future students who were
transitioning from high school into higher education. Table 2.1, which is also located in chapter 2
again highlights the differences between secondary and postsecondary institutions:
Table 2.1
Comparing Secondary & Postsecondary Services
Secondary

Postsecondary

Services provided under IDEA or Section 504,

Services provided under Americans with

subpart D.

Disabilities Act (ADA) or Section 504 subpart
E.

Services provided to ensure success of student.

Services provided to ensure equal access.
Success is responsibility of the student.

Schools are responsible for identifying and

Students must self-identify and provide

evaluating the student.

appropriate and current documentation.
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The IEP is mandated and followed.

No IEP. Accommodation Memo provided.

Teacher ensures student uses modifications and Student responsible for using accommodations.
accommodations.
Assignments and Tests may be modified.

Students are expected to do the same
assignments and tests as all students.

Special education teachers inform instructors

Student responsible for informing instructors

of student’s needs.

of accommodations.

Parents involved in planning.

Parental involvement up to student.

High School is highly structured for students,

In college, students are responsible for

with 6 hours a day, and 30 hours a week in

structuring their own time. They may have

class.

class only 12 or 15 hours each week.

Separate classroom with intervention services

Student success Center which students access

provided by the school district (mandatory).

on their own (voluntarily).

Students’ time and assignments are structured

Students manage their own time and complete

by others.

assignments independently.

Tutoring and study support may be a service

Tutoring DOES NOT fall under Disability

provided as part of an I.E.P. or 504 plan.

Services. Students with disabilities must seek
out tutoring resources as they are available to
all students.

Differences in documentation from secondary to postsecondary for students with an SLD:
Participant 4:

Kind of wish that it was just straightforward to the Psychiatrist but I kind
of do see where they're coming from because it can be difficult. The first
part, before being actually diagnosed. But just going through the
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counseling was sometimes a hassle. Yeah, there's just a lot of
documentation, I can't really complain because I'm a Nursing student and
we do much more documentation than that so.
Participant:

Learning how to self-advocate is very important. It is always better to
have supports in place and not use them than to need them and not have
them set up.

Process of accessing SLD services
Participant 8: I would say the biggest challenge is just remembering to do it and staying on top
of it. Every semester you have to get new academic accommodation letters to
deliver to your professors and if you do it [inaudible 00:07:29] and then the letter
comes late and then you do it really close to the first exam it can all just get tricky
with logistics.
Participant 7: In the beginning when I went for orientation I provided documentation for me to
get extra time on tests and I had to meet with a person from the office. After that,
I had given my schedule and then they send papers. I had to give papers to each of
my professors every semester requesting extra time, and so after I met with them
my freshman year, you theoretically don't have to go back and ever see them
again. It's a very easy process.
Participant 1: When I transferred here, honestly, my parents handled getting all of that set up,
but it's easy to get my accommodation forms every semester through an online
form, and if I ever need help with anything, it's easy to email the support services
and get in touch with them.
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Differences between SLD services secondary vs. postsecondary
Administrator: A big barrier has nothing to do with us. It's that K through 12 tends to ... At least
in New York State, exempt students from a foreign language if they have any
kind of disability. It doesn't matter what it is. Then they get to the university and
we require a foreign language and we don't have a waiver, so I would say that
there is a barrier. It's foreign language.
Administrator: The second barrier is K through 12 does not meet their obligations with assistive
technology for students with learning disabilities. That's a big, big, big, big
problem, and it really makes me mad. Because they shouldn't be coming to
college without ever having Kurzweil or Read and Write Gold or a smartpen. All
these things that have been around for twenty years.
Evidenced by the thematic analysis of the open-ended interview questions, highlights the
need for consistency between secondary and postsecondary institutions. This consistency is in
an effort to eliminate the challenges students with an SLD face when transitioning from
secondary to postsecondary institutions to further ensure the academic success of students with
an SLD.
Theme 3: Perceptions & Attitudes
A thematic analysis of the open-ended interview questions exposed data to how students
perceive their faculty’s attitudes when attempting to utilize the accommodations they are eligible
to receive. Below, are samples of whole passages that follow each sub theme of students with an
SLD identifying issues related to students perceptions and faculty attitudes in postsecondary
education;
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Students Perceptions:
Participant 9: Because I just want to figure it out. My mom always yelled at me as a child,
because ... I fear that sounds like a little bit worse than it ... she didn't really yell at
me all the time. She was like, "You got to take advantage of the stuff that you
have." I just feel like, if everyone else could do it I could do it. I mean, yeah,
sometimes I have to use things, but I try not to.
Participant 2:

It's very difficult in explaining to them what help I need. I know that's
confidential but, especially at [the current university] we had TA's and we didn't'
have that at [previous institution]. TA's it's very difficult because they're students
as well. And you have to explain what you need help with and I had a TA that
actually asked me why do I even have these accommodations? And of course I
couldn't tell her and it was very difficult and I was kind of embarrassed after.
Because it was an inappropriate question to ask me. TA's I don't feel like they're
educated on the system either. So that's kind of an obstacle.

Participant 6: They were very helpful. They were so supportive. I wouldn't have gone there if my
teachers hadn't been like, "okay you need to sign up." It was beneficial. They
were very supportive. Especially when I went to the office hours and I told them
this is what's happening and they were super supportive. They were willing to
help me out in any way. But they did emphasize that I wasn't allowed to just sit
anywhere in a corner and take a test. I had to be a part of the testing center.
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Participant 5: I think you know what would be helpful? I guess they would have to do this on an
individual basis, but maybe put a little bit of an explanation in the accommodation
letters that we receive as to why we need extra time or audio recording or a
separate room. I know that's kind of personal and I'm sure you do it for
confidential reasons, but I think sometimes having an explanation as to why you
need something would be helpful for the student and the professor because I've
come into, not problems, but I've had experiences with professors where they'll
say, "why exactly do you need time and a half?" Sometimes it's a little bit
embarrassing I guess, to say well I have a learning disability and my processing is
slower. I think, of course with the permission of the student, I think it would be
helpful if they had a little bit of an explanation as to why these accommodations
are necessary, if that makes sense.
Faculty attitudes toward students’ utilization of support services:
Participant 2: Of course, well in the past I had an issue, with contacting my professors. I feel
that they don't necessary understand and fully are knowledgeable of student
support services system and how they work. So I've recently had to ... that was a
big obstacle for me. I need help to ... hard to communicate with these professors
and ask them how to set the appointments and everything like that.
Participant 8: I would say that it's pretty neutral, you know no professor that I've had has ever
given me a hard time about any of my academic accommodations. Yeah, that's it.
Participant 9: For the most part, a lot of teachers are very nice about it. Most teachers I'll just
hand them the paper that says, I have ADHD. They don't ask any questions, they'll
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just be like, "whatever you need, you just come to me." And other times they'll a
little more into it, and they'll try to help me out after class. Which to be honest
with you I don't like that kind of stuff, but I know other students would, and I
wouldn't take that away from them. I just tell the teachers straight up, because I
don't like to be treated differently than most students.
Participant 5: If it's needed, it really depends on the professor I have. Some professors will put
me in a separate room because it's easier. Other professors will have me take their
test with the rest of the class, and then if I need extra time, I will go to a separate
room then and take the rest of my test there.
Interviewer:

Are there specific trainings that faculty and staff are mandated to complete,
addressing approaches to provide services to students with disabilities?

Administrator: No.
Interviewer:

Okay.

Administrator: And I don't even think that's appropriate to be honest with you Caleb. What they
need in education then is equal access, and what does that mean? As far as
universal design, that's really not under the umbrella of students with disabilities.
That's just being a good teacher. That question is more of a special education
versus equal access question, so what professors need to know is what their
obligations are under the law.
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Table 4.4
RQ3 Perceptions of Faculty Attitudes
Interview Q 9

What is your perception of your teachers’ attitudes toward your
utilization of academic support services?

Participant 1

They're very accommodating and I've never had an issue with it.

Participant 2

I would say that probably 95% of my professors have been very
understanding. They don't really ask questions, they just say absolutely,
we'll figure it out, what's best for you. I haven't experienced any judgment
really. There have been a few professors who I would consider more
curious than anything. Not really judgmental, but more curious as to why I
need it, why I need extra time. But professors and the staff have been
generally very open minded and very kind and very flexible in what they're
willing to do. It's been a very positive experience so far.

Participant 3

It's a huge range. I have one professor this semester, two, actually who are
extremely understanding. They always put in an accommodation list but
certain professors just glide over ... if you need help, do this ... contact ...
some are like ... if you need help, don't be afraid to get it. Their attitudes
range dramatically. I had one professor this semester ... sometimes they
don't always think about it in terms ... you don't really realize a lot of things
that the professors will do they'll give a quiz the first half of the class, and
they'll say lecture the second half, you'll have 20 minutes to do the quiz.
Which is a huge problem when I can't get time and a half because then I'm
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rushed, I'm pressured, I don't know what to do..
Participant 4

I had one teacher who was kind of like "uh", but she eventually gave in and
gave another room. Aside from that teacher all my other teachers can be
very helpful ... midterms and finals they we're like, "we got this in another
room, we'll get you set up." Even at times when I didn't have access to a
laptop I asked if I could one and they said definitely [inaudible 00:07:55].
Aside from that one teacher all my other teachers have been very helpful.

Participant 5

All of my teachers have been totally okay with it as far as I can tell. I think
just when they hear me talk; they wouldn't want to make me have to give
presentations in front of the class.

Participant 6

For the most part, a lot of teachers are very nice about it. Most teachers I'll
just hand them the paper that says, I have ADHD. They don't ask any
questions, they'll just be like, "whatever you need, and you just come to
me." And other times they'll a little more into it, and they'll try to help me
out after class. Which to be honest with you I don't like that kind of stuff,
but I know other students would, and I wouldn't take that away from them. I
just tell the teachers straight up, because I don't like to be treated differently
than most students.

Participant 7

I would say that it's pretty neutral, you know no professor that I've had has
ever given me a hard time about any of my academic accommodations.
Yeah, that's it.

Participant 8

They were very helpful. They were so supportive. I wouldn't have gone
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there if my teachers hadn't been like, "okay you need to sign up." It was
really beneficial. They were very supportive. Especially when I went to the
office hours and I told them this is what's happening and they were super
supportive. They were willing to help me out in any way. But they did
emphasize that I wasn't allowed to just sit anywhere in a corner and take a
test. I had to be a part of the testing center.
Participant 9

Okay. That's a really difficult question. I've had professors that, they didn't
necessarily overlook me, but in a way they kind of rubbed me the wrong
way. Of course ... this is confidential and I won't say names, but these
professors, I don't' think they necessarily know they don't totally understand
the whole general definition of learning disabilities. What I think they know
is a disability like physically and I don't think all professors understand that.
And it's very difficult in explaining them what help I need. I know that's
confidential but, especially at the university. we had TA's and we didn't'
have that at my previous college. TA's it's very difficult because they're
students as well. And you have to explain what you need help with and I
had a TA that actually asked me why do I even have these
accommodations? And of course I couldn't tell her and it was very difficult
and I was kind of embarrassed after. Because it was an inappropriate
question to ask me. TA's I don't feel like they're educated on the system
either. So that's kind of an obstacle.

Participant 10

Most of them are very happy to provide the accommodations. My major
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relates to people who the same disabilities I have and one of my professors
is an expert in my disability. I don’t disclose to him because I’m afraid he’ll
say I won’t need the accommodations.
Conclusion

Throughout the interview process it was discover that most students with an
SLD feel that their professor have a neutral attitude toward their utilization
of the accommodations they are eligible to receive. It was discovered that
around 40% of students felt a negative stigma from certain faculty member,
which is why it is recommended that future trainings be developed to
address the topic of faculty attitudes towards students with an SLD.

Summary of Findings
The findings appear to reflect a population that looks to succeed in the face of adversity
in higher education. Ten students with an SLD were selected to participate along with one
administrator from the office of Student Support Services were invited to participate. Out of
those who did participate in the phone interview the researcher did observe a great desire to be
successful at the university they attended, but felt that at times they were not provided the
support required to be successful. At the end of the study, a spirit of humble gratitude was
expressed by all of the participants to the researcher for thinking of them and for looking for a
way to try to improve the current system. There is room for growth in the coming years to look
for ways to apply these findings to improve the academic success of students with an SLD
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transitioning from secondary to postsecondary education. Those suggestions was discussed in
Chapter Five.
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Chapter V: Discussion, implications, recommendations
The purpose of the study was to identify how students with an SLD perceive academic
supports, barriers, and other psychosocial factors that influence academic success for students
with an SLD at the selected institution in upstate New York. The intent of the researcher was to
provide awareness to postsecondary personnel about the perceptions of students with an SLD
regarding the accommodations and supports of the selected New York state university. The
purpose of this document was to facilitate awareness of the selected postsecondary institution in
New York State regarding the support services that students with an SLD feel are critical to their
academic success.
Overview of the Study
The purpose of the study was to identify how students with an SLD perceive academic
supports, barriers, and other psychosocial factors that influence academic success for students
with an SLD at a selected institution in upstate New York. The intent of the researcher was to
provide awareness to postsecondary personnel about the perceptions of students with an SLD
regarding the accommodations and supports of the selected New York state university. The
purpose of this document was to facilitate awareness of the selected postsecondary institutions in
New York State with the support services that students with an SLD feel are critical to their
academic success.
The study also sought to provide information to the postsecondary personnel as they
prepare students with an SLD for increased educational supports, counseling and education on
the perceived stigmas, any anticipated barriers, and psychosocial factors that enhanced success
for similar students with SLD. Secondary students with an SLD may anticipate postsecondary
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education supports to be similar to those they received throughout their secondary education.
Learning from the experiences of current students with an SLD in the postsecondary setting
should better prepare current postsecondary personnel to support students with an SLD as they
transition from high school into higher education. In addition, providing insights to
postsecondary leadership about the challenges and perceived barriers in postsecondary
accommodations could offer opportunities to educate postsecondary faculty, resulting in more
preparedness for transition aged students.
The message from this study for all personnel working with students with an SLD is to
provide awareness of the gaps between academic and psychological support voiced through the
participants throughout this study. It seems that the selected university does an adequate job
supporting students with an SLD academically with room to improve, but throughout the
interview process many students voiced a desire for the university to provide additional
resources for mental health counseling. The increased awareness of these differences was
advantageous in promoting systemic change for the colleges and the students with SLD.
Restatement of the problem
There are many obstacles a student with SLD must conquer in order to transition
successfully from secondary education into a postsecondary institution because the
accommodations and support services are different. There are many factors that impact students
who struggle with learning disabilities. This has recently become a concern to educators because
the number of students with SLD at postsecondary institutions has tripled over the past three
decades now constitutes about 11% of undergraduate students (Cole & Cawthon, 2015). In
another study conducted by Kathleen Stein (2014) the “research examining postsecondary
outcomes found of the 73% of students with disabilities who enrolled in college, only 28%
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completed their programs, compared to 54% of their peers without disabilities” (p. 54). The
research is clear that students with SLD’s are at a significant disadvantage because they have
difficulty with academic skills including knowledge compared to their peers without disabilities.
Smedema et al. (2015) found that many students’ with SLD received significant
assistance throughout primary and secondary education from their parents, teachers, and school
counselors. Unfortunately, once a student has enrolled in college they lose their network of
support and must learn how to make decisions, advocate for themselves, and for most of these
students with SLD they are doing it for the very first time (Smedema et al. 2015). Throughout
this research study participants voiced a concern about the lack of social network when
transitioning from high school to the selected university, and voiced a want for a liaison to assist
throughout the transitional period.
Another finding from the participants is the need to have a tutor or a class to teach
students with an SLD who would work with them to help keep them organized, to help mediate
conversations between students and teachers to talk about their disability or to talk about any
accommodations that are available. Smedema et al. (2015) argued that “They [students with
SLD’s] must develop organizational and study skills and learn to set both short-term and longterm goals on their own as well as social skills to communicate effectively with instructors,
roommates, friends, and dating partners” (p. 342). The question or concern then is how
educators prepare students with SLD for a successful transition into their freshman year of
college, while providing them with the tools to make it through their programs successfully. The
researcher would recommend more staffing in the Office of Student Support Services with a staff
assigned a caseload of students to assist with the transitional period between secondary and
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postsecondary education to assist students with an SLD be academically successful throughout
their freshman year.
Research Design
This study sought to identify how students with an SLD perceive academic supports,
barriers, and other psychosocial factors that influence academic success for students with an SLD
at the selected institution in upstate New York. As the researcher was interested in
understanding the factors that contribute to the overall success of students with an SLD, as well
as the identification of themes associated with the academic barriers of students with an SLD, a
basic qualitative design was the most appropriate approach for the study.
The researcher utilized purposeful sampling of students and working with the Director of
Students Support Services at the selected New York state university for identifying participants
for this basic qualitative study. Purposeful sampling is the most common sampling strategy used
in qualitative research (Creswell, 1998). Participants were selected through the use of the Office
of Student Support Services and participants received an email inviting them to participate.
According to Creswell (2012) researchers should: 1) select participants and a site that help
understand of the current problem(s), 2) develop a detailed understanding that will provide useful
information that helps people learn about the phenomenon, and, c) gives voice to silenced
people. Informed consent was given by all participants and required a witness who also had to
sign the consent to participate letter (located in Appendix A).
Exploration of students with an SLD lived experiences and perceptions of academic
supports, barriers, and other psychosocial factors that influence academic success through the
collection and analysis of semi-structured phone interview data in order to give voice to students
with an SLD. According to Patten (2014), “’Semi-structured’ refers to the fact that the researcher

95

does not need to ask only the predetermined questions” (p. 163). This allowed the researcher
freedom to adjust the questions based on the response or actions of the participants.
Discussion of Findings and Interpretations
This section includes a discussion of the findings and their implications for each of the
research questions. Regarding the qualitative component of this study, five predominant themes
(with sub-themes), that cut across the 12 interview questions and corresponded with arose from
the open-ended interview questions and were considered to have the most powerful impact on
the current and future factors that impact students’ with an SLD.
Research Questions
The following research questions were examined in this study:
RQ1. What are the disability services colleges can offer students with an SLD to increase
their individual success and retention rates?
The first question addressed in this study asked about the perceptions of students
with an SLD of the support services offered at the postsecondary level.
Theme 1 (Additional Supports), that emerged from the interviews pointed toward
students with an SLD wanting more individual support, both academically and psychologically.
Many participants voiced that they wished that the University’s counseling center was better
equipped to handle the increase in students with an SLD enrolling fulltime at the university. One
student stated “I also wish our mental health service (counseling center) was better equipped to
deal with a larger population.” With a majority of participants voicing a desire for better mental
health services it should be noted that a student’s mental health is directly connected to the
psychosocial factors that can impact their success. The psychosocial factors include selfadvocacy, self-efficacy, and the stigmas that students with an SLD face daily. Another
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participant suggested a support group specific to students with SLD’s to help foster a better
support network throughout the campus, which should positively influence the psychosocial
factors that students require to be successful in higher education. This was also supported by the
administrator that was interviewed who stated when asked the question “In what areas do you
feel your institution could better serve students with disabilities?” When interviewing an
administrator from the university she bolstered “I think one thing that's probably a commonality
across the United States is just a bigger staff. More staff in the disability offices I would think.”
It was communicated throughout the interviews that the selected institution offers a wide
range of services through many different offices. It was discovered that the support services are
inclusive throughout the campus so that students without disabilities are offered some additional
support, such as the university testing center and writing center, which are not under the auspices
of the Office of Student Support Services. There was a common theme amongst participants
which suggested that allowing students with an SLD more one-on-one support during the
transition from secondary to postsecondary setting would be positive. The participants felt that
having more support throughout the transition would assist them with basic skills that are
required to be successful at the postsecondary institution.
Another theme was for the university to offer students with an SLD more one on one
tutoring to assist them academically. It was discovered that the university currently offers
tutoring to students, but it is not enough. One Participant stated “You know what would be really
great? Tutoring specific to students with disabilities. I know that athletes get that. And there's
tutoring available to them through the university.” This theme indicates that students with an
SLD feel that disability specific tutoring would bolster their academic success.
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Another finding from the participants is the need to have a tutor or a class to teach
students with an SLD who would work with them to help keep them organized, to help mediate
conversations between students and teachers to talk about their disability or to talk about any
accommodations that are available. Smedema et al. (2015) argued that “They [students with
SLD’s] must develop organizational and study skills and learn to set both short-term and longterm goals on their own as well as social skills to communicate effectively with instructors,
roommates, friends, and dating partners” (p. 342). The question or concern then is how
educators prepare students with SLDs for a successful transition into their freshman year of
college, while providing them with the tools to make it through their programs successfully. The
researcher would recommend more staffing in the Office for Students with Disabilities with a
staff assigned a caseload of students to assist with the transitional period between secondary and
postsecondary education to assist students with an SLD to be academically successful throughout
their freshman year.
RQ2. How are the support services offered to students with an SLD different at the
secondary level compared to the postsecondary level?
The second question addressed in this study asked about transitional difficulties from
secondary to postsecondary educations. The majority of the participants made it clear that the
staff in the disabilities office were at times the only support network they had which was not
sufficient to their overall success. Participants went on to affirm that there were some challenges
that the administrator also emphasized that the major issue comes back to not having enough
staff to support the large population of students with disabilities who are entering postsecondary
education. One student stated “I would say one of the major differences, and this is also a big
difference between high school and college in general, is that students with disabilities at my
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high school had a few different learning specialists who would work with them to help keep
them organized, to help mediate conversations between students and teachers to talk about
disability or to talk about any accommodations. I would say it's just a lot less support and a lot
more responsibility on the students”. This lack of support and not being taught how to be a
college student was a common theme amongst participants and can have a negative impact on
the student’s psychosocial development. An aspect of the psychosocial factors covered in this
study are self-advocacy and self-efficacy of students with an SLD, and should be considered by
personnel when preparing a student with an SLD to enter higher education.
RQ3. What barriers still exist for students with an SLD after accessing college disability
services?
The third question addressed in this study asked improving the transfer process for
students with an SLD who are entering the postsecondary institution for the first time.
Theme 2 (Accommodations barriers) is linked to this question with the sub-themes
documentation, process, and secondary versus postsecondary requirements. Throughout the
interview process it was made clear that the institution does a great job detailing the process of
accessing the accommodations both on the university’s website and during the orientation
process. The Participants voiced a concern that a few faculty members would not allow students
their accommodations on certain online timed test or other assignment. From a psychosocial
standpoint, a couple of the participants felt embarrassed when faculty or teach assistance
questioned their utilization of the support services they qualified for. One participant went on to
propose a change to the university’s accommodation letter, so that faculty no longer question
students when they attempt to access their services.
Another barrier that came up in both the interview with the administrator and students
was that New York state public school are pressuring high school students to transition from a
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504 to an individualized education program (IEP). An excerpt from the interview with the
administrator when asked about academic barriers stated “Specifically schools are moving
students from an IEP to a 504. When they do that the schools are no longer legally bound to
conduct educational and psychological testing which means that there is no evidence of a
functional impact of a disability. The disconnect, again, and I can tell you this 100%, because I
came from the K through 12 world, that schools that move students and they bamboozle parents,
okay, they outright don't tell them the truth. They say, "Oh your student's going to go to college,
you should move them to a 504." There's no reason to move anybody to a 504 from an IEP. An
IEP is more comprehensive and will require the school to do triennial testing, every three years.
Once you move to a 504 it's over.” The administrator was referencing the difference between an
IEP and a 504 being that for an IEP the school district must provide a student with a treatment
team of professionals to evaluate the students’ holistic progress. The district must regularly
complete assessments, generally through testing, of the student progress and the results are
generally reviewed by the school psychologist or other specialist who can interpret evaluation
results (Team, n.d.). With a 504 the district is not required to have such an extensive treatment
team and the district is not required to provide the evaluation of the students’ progress.
According to Sparks and Lovett (2014), the laws are not only inconsistent among
academic accommodations, but for students with SLD, the documentation that is produced as
part of their special education procedures during their K-12 education is not always sufficient to
access services at the postsecondary level. The student is then responsible for providing proper
documentation such as from their insurance company or former school district that will refer the
student to a provider(s) in the area who conduct learning disability evaluations (Services for
Students with Disabilities, 2016).
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Implications for Research and Practice
A basic qualitative study was conducted at a selected New York state University where
this researcher conducted interviews with ten students and one administrator. The focus of the
study was to identify how students with an SLD perceive academic supports, barriers, and other
psychosocial factors that influence academic success for students with an SLD at the selected
institution in upstate New York. Students’ academic success was the main factor being
examined to see what factors influenced the resiliency of students with an SLD at the selected
institution. Practical recommendations that can be widely used in schools by secondary and
postsecondary personnel, administrators at all levels, students, and also by future researchers are
shared next.
Recommendations for Practitioners
The findings extrapolated from the qualitative data included themes that students with an
SLD perceive as impacting their current and future success in their academic programs. While
the majority of students with an SLD perceived faculty’s attitudes as helpful there were a few
participants who felt that college faculty and staff should be trained better on how to support
students with an SLD. During the interview with the current Director of Student Support
Services, the director bolstered that it is not the Universities position to provide additional
trainings to faculty because that should not fall under the umbrella of student support services
rather equal access. The director went on to argue that additional training should fall on the
teacher, because it is what makes a good faculty member great.
This study was designed to determine how students with an SLD perceive academic
supports, barriers, and other psychosocial factors that influence academic success for students
with an SLD at the selected institutions in upstate New York. Based on the findings from this
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study, and as the literature suggested, students with an SLD felt that more support, both
academic and psychological, would assist them with overcoming the barriers that caused many to
struggle through their transition into the selected university. The researcher suggested the
following recommendations as a guide for administrators, faculty, and support staff to increase
educational supports, counseling and education on the perceived stigmas, any anticipated
barriers, and psychosocial factors that proved successful for similar students with SLD.
1. The researcher recommended focused attention on fostering a supportive, inclusive, and
engaging learning environment as a way of improving academic outcomes, as much as,
or if not more than, the focus on assessing academic outcomes. The selected university
was found to have student support services inclusive throughout the campus, but there
also needs to be a balance as participants reported being confused as to where they went
to receive the support they needed. For faculty, this means developing assignment, test,
and measures for students with an SLD, so that even when a timed test or quiz is offered
online students are offered the time they need.
2. The next recommendation is to providing additional student-centered support, improving
the overall process of accessing accommodations; while facilitating faculty training
should increase the interests can potentially increase student engagement, achievement,
and resiliency. The researcher found that students with an SLD wanted tutoring specific
to learning disability, rather than from a student tutor who does not fully understand what
it means to have a learning disability.
3. The researcher found that students with an SLD felt that the attitudes of student tutors
and teacher assistance, who did not fully understand what it means to have a learning
disability, negatively impacted their education. The researcher recommends additional
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research on the impact teacher assistants or other student workers have on students with
an SLD.
4. Institutions need to offer a greater level of tutoring support to students with an SLD.
Participants mentioned that these kinds of services are offered to student athletes the
researcher recommends that the Office of Student Support Services works to develop a
more student-centered, environment of care, and social emotional learning focus. Given
the results suggesting the importance of increased student specific support in addition to
increased teacher interaction to students’ sense of belonging, engagement, and
achievement, Students with an SLD voiced their desire to have the same tutoring services
in addition to more on campus counseling services and/or learning disability specific
groups and seminars.
5. The researcher also recommends increasing mental health services to students with an
SLD, rather than referring the student(s) off campus. There was a common theme
amongst participants that having regular and consistent support from a licensed mental
health professional would assist students in learning how to function as a student with an
SLD.
6. The researcher also recommends that secondary personnel work to prepare high school
students with an SLD for the transition into college. Many participants pointed out that
in high school you have constant supervision and little responsibility, because teachers,
parents, and support staff monitor the students’ academic progress. This left many of the
participants unprepared for postsecondary education because when they transitioned into
college they had all the responsibility and almost no supervision. The researcher
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recommends that secondary personnel slowly work to remedy this problem by affording
students more responsibility with less supervision.
7. The final recommendation for practitioners is to make the process of accessing support
services during the transition from secondary to postsecondary education simpler. As the
researcher examined both the literate and responses from both the participants and
administrator from the selected university it was discovered that there is an inconsistency
amongst documentation between secondary and postsecondary institutions. This
inconsistency leaves students with an SLD confused as to whether they are eligible to
receive services during the transition into higher education.
Recommendations for Academics
Based on the conclusions and findings of this study, the researcher suggested several
recommendations for further study.
1. As this study only involved a small sample of students with an SLD at different academic
levels (Freshmen, sophomores, juniors, and seniors), the researcher recommended
administering a different data collection tool as this researcher had difficulties recruiting
participants as students with an SLD generally do not feel comfortable completing faceto-face or phone interviews. This is supported by sending out multiple invitation emails
without a response until the researcher increased the incentive. The researcher
recommended a questionnaire or a survey distributed to more students to broaden the
understanding of how students perceive academic supports, barriers, and other
psychosocial factors that influence their sense of belonging, engagement, achievement,
motivation, and resiliency.
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2.

The interview questions that this researcher used to collected reflected the study
participants’ perceptions of reality, not necessarily reality. However, students’
perceptions shape what they think and how they act and as such, can provide an accurate
picture of the university’s support services. To better understand students’ perceptions
the researcher recommends a phenomenological study of students’ with an SLD
perceptions and utilizations of the support services in order to develop a foundation on
which decisions and actions could be employed.

3. The researcher recommends a longitudinal study examining incoming freshman students
with an SLD and following them through from start to graduation with periodic
interviews throughout their programs in an effort to identify factors that contribute to
student motivation and resiliency.
4. To further examine specific sub-groups and demographic groups, an amplified
correlational study of students’ with an SLD perception of self and academic success
according to ethnicity, gender, and socio-economic status could yield additional insight.
Further research focusing on more specific populations may provide more detail on the
attitudes and perceptions of specific groups. Additional research focusing on students
with physical or other disabilities would also provide a broader perspective on the
perceptions of academic supports, barriers, and other psychosocial factors that influence
academic success for students at the selected institutions in upstate New York.
5. This study did not measure the success of a specific group of students with an SLD. It
may be useful to gather data at different stages in students’ academic careers, or more
frequently. The researcher is recommending that future research be conducted on
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students with an SLD at private institutions and outside New York State to see how the
results compare.
6. The researcher understands that when analyzing the success of students with an SLD, it is
possible that the researcher is capturing the understanding of the single student and not
the entire population as every learner is different. It is therefore important that success is
measured in each student with an SLD to help ensure that a clear picture of success is
ascertained. Studies exploring one class of students at a time or a longitudinal study could
potentially identify the variances of attitudes and perceptions expressed.
7. A recommendation for future research would be to complete a quantitative research
study, investigating the success of various disabilities and/or teaching and learning
approaches that would be beneficial to educational personal and student with disabilities.
Researchers could examine the impact these approaches have on students’ sense of selfconfidence, engagement, achievement, motivation, and resiliency. With the increase in
research justifying the need for educators to provide for the social and emotional needs of
students with an SLD, further inquiries are needed to equip educational leaders in
implementing effective school programming that encourages students’ sense of belonging
and achievement in schools.
8. The researcher understood that when analyzing the success of students with an SLD, it is
possible that the researcher is not speaking for the entire population, rather only the
participants involved in this study. It is therefore important that success is measured in
each student with an SLD to help ensure that a clear picture of success is ascertained.
Studies exploring one class of students at a time or a longitudinal study could potentially
identify the variances of attitudes and perceptions expressed.
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9. A recommendation for future research would be to complete a quantitative research
study, investigating the success of various disabilities and/or teaching and learning
approaches that would be beneficial to educational personnel and students with
disabilities. Researchers could examine the impact these approaches have on students’
sense of self-confidence, engagement, achievement, motivation, and resiliency. With the
increase in research justifying the need for educators to provide for the social and
emotional needs of students with an SLD, further inquiries are needed to equip
educational leaders in implementing effective school programming that encourages
students’ sense of belonging and achievement in schools.
10. The final recommendation that the researcher is making from the information gathered
from this study, would be additional research in the area of professional development for
postsecondary faculty. The research should focus on determining where the
responsibility for faculty of staff professional development lies and how to ensure that all
faculty and staff in fact receive the needed professional development required.
Limitations and Cautions for Use of these Findings
The use of interviews for data collection for a qualitative study has certain limitations.
Mainly, the researcher is the research instrument, who is responsible for conducting the
interview, transcribing the conversation, and finally reporting the findings. This study may be
limited by the sensitivity and integrity of the investigator (Merriam, 2009). Researcher bias is
another limitation of the study (experimenter expectation), as the researcher expects a certain
outcome from the experimental research study (Muijis, 2011). The responses that the
participants provided to describe their perceptions would have been lost if the researcher had
utilized a different method of data collection. The input that participants shared should help
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shape future of students with an SLD transitioning from high school to college. An additional
limitation was that this study offered only a single interview with each participant during the
middle of the school year, and earlier or more frequent interviews, or interviews at different
times throughout the students’ academic journey might have produced different results.
The setting of the study also involves dynamics that are unique to a bigger New York
State university that might not be the same in a private or smaller institutional setting.
Summary
Chapter five concludes this research study that investigated how students with an SLD
perceive academic supports, barriers, and other psychosocial factors which influenced their
academic success at the selected institution in upstate New York. There are many factors that
impact students who struggle with learning disabilities. This has recently become a concern to
educators because the number of students with an SLD at postsecondary institutions has tripled
over the past three decades and now constitutes about 11% of undergraduate students (Cole &
Cawthon, 2015). In another study conducted by Kathleen Stein (2014) the “research examining
postsecondary outcomes found of the 73% of students with disabilities who enrolled in college,
only 28% completed their programs, compared to 54% of their peers without disabilities” (p. 54).
The findings from this study indicate that students are looking for additional support
services, which they felt would influence their resiliency and academic success. The first is for
the university to offer learning disability specific tutoring and additional on campus mental
health services. Throughout the majority of the interviews, participants repeatedly voiced a need
for additional support and at times felt that their only support was the staff in the Office of
Students with Disabilities. The researcher is recommending that postsecondary institutions
reevaluate these two services in particular in an effort to increase the academic success of
108

students with an SLD. Finally, the researcher found that a majority of the students were
concerned with the transition from high school to college, because they felt they were illequipped to deal with the increased responsibility combined with a decrease in supervision. The
research is clear that students with SLDs are at a significant disadvantage because they have
difficulty with academic skills, compared to their peers without disabilities, but with continued
research and support, students with an SLD can have their voices heard.
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Appendices
Appendix A: Consent to Participate in the Interview
Consent to participants,
You are invited to participate in a study related to identifying how to better support students with
Specific Learning Disability (SLD) accessing accommodations at your University. The
researcher hopes to learn which perceive academic supports, barriers, and other psychosocial
factors that influence academic success for students with an SLD at your University for students
with SLD. Another hope is to provide this information to secondary and college personnel to
best prepare students with an SLD for the transition from high school to college.
You are selected as a possible participant because you have provided SLD documentation to the
Director of Student Support Services to access accommodations and supports at this college.
This study is part of a dissertation at Bethel University. If you decide to participate, this study
will present a series of 10 interview questions that will take about 60 minutes to answer, related
to your past accommodations in high school compared to current college academic supports,
barriers, and other psychosocial factors. There are no known risks for participation in this study,
but you will help with providing information for identifying accommodations, barriers, academic
supports, and other psychosocial factors that influence academic success. If you decide after
going through the interview process that you would you need emotional/social support please
contact your University’s counseling center by phone at: 607-777-2772.
Any information obtained in this study was presented to you for review prior to publication. In
the written reports or publications, no one was identified or identifiable and only aggregate data
was presented. Your decision to participate or not participate will not affect your current or
future relationship with your college or Bethel University in any way. If you decide to
participate, you are free to discontinue participation at any time without affecting these
relationships.
This research project has been approved by the researcher’s dissertation advisor in accordance
with Bethel University’s Level of Review of Research with Humans, and this college’s Level of
Review of Research with Humans committee. If you have any questions about the research
and/or research participant’s rights or wish to report a research related injury, please contact
Caleb Conklin at (607) 372-5659 or Dr. Mike Lindstrom at (612) 209-1739. By signing this
form you are granting consent to participate in this research.
Signature:____________________

Date:________________

Witness:______________________

Date:______________

Thanks,
Caleb Conklin MS
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Appendix B: Interview Questions for Participants
1) What services have you taken advantage of since entering this institution?
2) Discuss services or factors that you feel would benefit future students with disabilities
who are transitioning from secondary into postsecondary education?
3) Are there services that you wish you had access to that your current institution does not
offer?
4) What support services did you not find beneficial to your academic success?
5) Please tell me about your transition from secondary education to postsecondary
education?
6) Please tell me about the strengths and weaknesses of support services offered at the
postsecondary level compared to the services offered through K-12
7) If you could have any support services at the postsecondary level what would they be and
why?
8) Tell me about the process of accessing student support services?
9) What is your perception of your teachers’ attitudes toward your utilization of academic
support services?
10) What has been your biggest challenge in accessing support services?
11) How do you feel the support services offered influenced your cumulative grade point
average?
12) Would you be willing to share your current GPA with me?
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Appendix C: Interview Questions for Administration
1. What are your perceptions of support services offered to students with disabilities?
2. What services seem to be the most popular among students with disabilities?
3. Are there any support services that you observed students with an SLD to not find
beneficial to their academic success?
4. In what areas do you feel your institution could better serve students with disabilities?
5. Have you noticed any barriers amongst students transitioning from secondary to
postsecondary education that impacts their education?
6. Is there specific training(s) that faculty and staff are mandated to complete addressing
approaches to providing services to students with disabilities?
7. How do you inform students of the process of accessing student support services?
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Appendix D: Invitation to Participate
Date:
Hello:
My name is Caleb Conklin, and I am a doctoral candidate at Bethel University. I am writing my
dissertation and part of the dissertation process is to conduct a research study. I am writing to
ask if you would be willing to participate voluntarily in this study. Your University has given
me permission to conduct this research. I would like to examine the perceived academic
supports, barriers, and other psychosocial factors that influence academic success for students
with a specific learning disability (SLD) at the postsecondary level. Your school was selected to
participate in this study.
Your decision to participate or not participate will not affect your current or future relationship
with your college or Bethel University in any way, and your grades will not be impacted whether
you participate in this study. If you decide to participate, you are free to discontinue participation
at any time without affecting these relationships.
This study relies primarily on interview questions related to the perceived academic supports,
barriers, and other psychosocial factors that influence academic success for students with SLD.
In an effort to maintain confidentiality, your name and other identifying information will not be
used in the study. Your participation will help other students with an SLD navigate
accommodations in a college setting. Prior to the results being reported I will provide you with
an opportunity to read over my findings and allow you to edit anything that seems inconsistent.
Thank you in advance,
Caleb Conklin, Doctoral Candidate
3900 Bethel Drive St. Paul, MN 55112
Cell: 607-372-5659 Email: c-conklin@bethel.edu
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Appendix E: Linking the Research Questions to the Interview Questions
Table 3.1
Participant Interview Questions
Research Questions
RQ1. What are the disability

Themes
Perceptions of Students

Interview Questions
1) What services have you

services colleges can

with an SLD of the

taken advantage of since

offer students with an

support services

entering this institution?

SLD to increase their

offered at the

individual success and

postsecondary level.

retention rates?

2) Discuss services or factors
that you feel would benefit
future students with
disabilities who are
transitioning from secondary
into postsecondary
education?
3) Are there services that you
wish you had access to that
your current institution does
not offer?
4) What support services did
students with an SLD not
find beneficial to their
academic success?

RQ2. How are the SLD support

Transitional difficulties
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5) Please tell me about your

services perceived to be

transition from secondary

different at the secondary level

education to postsecondary

compared to the postsecondary

education?

level?

6) Please tell me about the
strengths and weaknesses of
support services offered at
the postsecondary level
compared to the services
offered through K-12
7) If you could have any
support services at the
postsecondary level what
would they be and why?

RQ3. What barriers still exist

Improving the transfer

8) Tell me about the process of

for students with an SLD after

process for students

accessing student support

accessing college disability

with an SLD who are

services?

services?

entering the

9) What is your perception of

postsecondary

your teacher’s attitudes

institution for the first

toward your utilization of

time.

academic support services?
10) What has been your biggest
challenge in accessing
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support services
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Appendix F: Mapping my Admin Interviews
Table 3.2
Administrator Interview Questions
Research Questions
RQ1. What are the disability

Themes
Mission of Student

services colleges can

Support Services in

support services offered to

offer students with an

Higher Education

students with disabilities?

SLD to increase their

Interview Questions
1. What are your perceptions of

2. What services seem to be the

individual success and

most popular among students

retention rates?

with disabilities?
3. Are there any support
services that you observed
students with an SLD to not
find beneficial to their
academic success?
4. In what areas do you feel
your institution could better
serve students with
disabilities?

RQ2. How are the SLD support

Transitional difficulties

5. Have you noticed any

services perceived to be

barriers amongst students

different at the secondary level

transitioning from secondary

compared to the postsecondary

to postsecondary education
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level?

that impacts their education?

RQ3. What barriers still exist

Improving the transfer

for students with an SLD after

process for students

that faculty and staff are

accessing college disability

with an SLD who are

mandated to complete

services?

entering the

addressing approaches to

postsecondary

providing services to

institution for the first

students with disabilities?

time.

6. Is there specific training(s)

7. How do you inform students
of the process of accessing
student support services?
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Appendix G: Tables
Table 2.1
Comparing Secondary & Postsecondary Services
Secondary

Postsecondary

Services provided under IDEA or Section 504,

Services provided under Americans with

subpart D.

Disabilities Act (ADA) or Section 504 subpart
E.

Services provided to ensure success of student.

Services provided to ensure equal access.
Success is responsibility of the student.

Schools are responsible for identifying and

Students must self-identify and provide

evaluating the student.

appropriate and current documentation.

The IEP is mandated and followed.

No IEP. Accommodation Memo provided.

Teacher ensures student uses modifications and Student responsible for using accommodations.
accommodations.
Assignments and Tests may be modified.

Students are expected to do the same
assignments and tests as all students.

Special education teachers inform instructors

Student responsible for informing instructors

of student’s needs.

of accommodations.

Parents involved in planning.

Parental involvement up to student.

High School is highly structured for students,

In college, students are responsible for

with 6 hours a day, and 30 hours a week in

structuring their own time. They may have

class.

class only 12 or 15 hours each week.

Separate classroom with intervention services

Student success Center which students access
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provided by the school district (mandatory).

on their own (voluntarily).

Students’ time and assignments are structured

Students manage their own time and complete

by others.

assignments independently.

Tutoring and study support may be a service

Tutoring DOES NOT fall under Disability

provided as part of an I.E.P. or 504 plan.

Services. Students with disabilities must seek
out tutoring resources as they are available to
all students.
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Table 4.1
Overview of Research Participants
Participants
Participants 1
Participants 2
Participants 3
Participants 4
Participants 5
Participants 6
Participants 7
Participants 8
Participants 9
Participants 10

Gender
Male
Female
Male
Female
Female
Female
Male
Female
Male
Male

Grade Point Average
3.71
1.9
3.7
3.250
3.42

3.2

3.51

3.746
3.2

3.11
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Year of Study
Senior

Sophomore
Junior
Sophomore
Senior
Junior
Senior
Junior
Freshman
Senior

Table 4.2 Accommodations Utilized
Participants
Participants 1

Gender
Male

Participants 2

Female

Participants 3

Male

Participants 4

Female

Participants 5

Female

Participants 6

Female

Participants 7

Male

Participants 8

Female

Accommodations received

The main thing that I've used is
the accommodations for in-class
presentations, where because of
my disability if I have an in-class
presentation, I can choose to do
it just one-on-one with the
professor instead of in front of
the whole class. (R.A)
extended time on tests so the
university testing center and the
counseling center (B.H)
having extended time and
recently, this semester I had
them give me access to a writing
processor for test, writing
essay's, to use a computer to
write them (G. M)
I'm allowed to use a word
processing computer for the test.
I get time and a half on tests (S.
Cohen)
time and a half for tests and
quizzes (J.A)
I get extended time on exams
and I have a note taker for a
class and I have assistive
technology so I use Kurzweil to
read me textbooks. For a short
while I used a smartpen and I'll
use like also Kurzweil on exams
Well the Services for Student
Disabilities Office. I receive extra
time, 50% extra time on tests
and that's all the services that
I've taken advantage of. (B.R)

I receive academic
accommodations that allow
me to leave the classroom
when I am too anxious and I
am allowed to wear earplugs
during tests. If a test is
projected on a screen, I am
allowed to take it on a paper
copy. I am also part of a
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Year of Study
Senior

Sophomore
Junior

Sophomore

Senior
Junior

Senior

Junior

Participants 9

Male

Participants 10

Male

social/career group through
SSD for Autistic students. We
have career planning events
and social gatherings. I also
meet once a week with a SSD
graduate assistant to discuss
time management and the
transition to graduate school
(SLD study)

If I miss a class they help me out, Freshman
and they will email the teacher.
I'll not get an absence I guess,
because sometimes I just can't
make the class. (M.M)

Office for students with
disability, Student support
services, and Career
counseling
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Senior

Table 4.3
RQ1 Interview Q3
Interview Q2

Are there services that you wish you had access to that your current
institution does not offer?

Participant 1

The major thing is I think that counseling helped a lot. And when I was first
recommended I didn't take it seriously because I just didn't think I would
need it. So, I think in the beginning of an orientation ... My professor is the
one who actually recommended me. I feel like it shouldn't be that case.

Participant 2

Maybe a class… not necessarily a class, but maybe a session or two, like an
individual lecture about time management. These things are often ... or how
to study, how to organize. These things are often given by the university to
freshmen or to transfers. But to have it specifically catered towards students
with disabilities would be great. Have it run through the Center for Students
with Disabilities, whereas the university as a whole ... and maybe
workshops that go along with that or a place where you can complete your
work that'll be quiet. Often, if you have anxiety, having a small study space
is crucial to my success...

Participant 3

Well best thing is going to talk with the guys at the disabilities center
because I feel like they really helped me there. I was kind of at first,
thinking, these guys are not going to be there to help, well you know, like it
was in high school. They really did a great job making it easy for me. It
wasn't complicated getting my accommodation letter, getting the resources
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that I needed to take my test. That is definitely something that I would
recommend to people coming in from high school ... disability
accommodation center.
Participant 4

I had nobody to navigate me through the other resources like Research
Help, the Writing Center, but I also feel that the Writing Center they have
"do's and don'ts" on the website pages at the University and it says what
they can't help you with. And it's kind of hard for learning disability
students to not get the help that they need, of course. It's hard for them to go
there and they don't get the help that they need.

Participant 5

Well I mean, I can only speak for my disability because I can't speak for
everyone, but I know when I came here as a freshman they offered me
different services but I only wanted the extra time. For example, they
offered me a pen that would erase, like I could erase it and take notes and
it'll record. I think that would be really helpful. Also they gave me option of
scanning my textbook and having a computer reading the textbook. Another
thing that I think would be helpful. I mean those two things, I can't really
think of anything else.

Participant 6

Of course, well in the past I had an issue, with contacting my professors. I
feel that they don't necessary understand and fully are knowledgeable of
student support services system and how they work. So I've recently had to
... that was a big obstacle for me. I need help to ... hard to communicate
with these professors and ask them how to set the appointments and
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everything like that.
Participant 7

I wish that more videos were subtitled or transcribed. I also wish our mental
health services (counseling center) was better equipped to deal with a large
population.

Participant 8

I know that the university offers like private tutors for athletes and I think
that would also be a really beneficial thing for students with disabilities
because even when you go to the university tutoring it's still a pretty large
size group and they're still going at a fast pace, so for students who process
things slower or in different ways I think that personal tutors for classes
would be really helpful.

Participant 9

The University does emergency counseling only. You get like one
appointment or two appointments and in an emergency situation you're free
to go off campus. And if you can't afford therapy, or you can't ... you know,
if you don't have a ride off campus you're pressured ... to have a car ... I
can’t imagine taking a taxi every time because it would be difficult,
expensive. So, counseling available to students with disabilities would be ...
there's a psychiatrist, but if you just want to talk to somebody, there's no ...
you can get your meds prescribed but you cannot get counseling. They do
group therapy and that's it. And it's really not enough.

Participant 10

I'm trying to think. Not particularly, I think they do a pretty good job at
satisfying what I need. Yeah, I'm sorry. I'm having trouble answering that
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one.
Conclusion

Throughout the interview process it was made clear that students want
additional support from the institution in the form of tutoring and
counseling. This desire is reflective of Self-Regulated Learning Theory as
students understand that their emotional and psychological health influence
how they function overall as students. Wolters and Hussain (2014) argue
that SRL is understood generally to be the process through which students
take an active, purposeful role in managing motivational, cognitive and
behavioral aspects of their own learning. Lastly, a majority of participants
reiterates the fact that future students with specific learning disabilities
could benefit from more mental health services provided by the institution.
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Table 4.4
RQ3 Perceptions of Faculty Attitudes.
Interview Q 9

What is your perception of your teachers’ attitudes toward your
utilization of academic support services?

Participant 1

They're very accommodating and I've never had an issue with it.

Participant 2

I would say that probably 95% of my professors have been very
understanding. They don't really ask questions, they just say absolutely,
we'll figure it out, what's best for you. I haven't experienced any judgment
really. There have been a few professors who I would consider more
curious than anything. Not really judgmental, but more curious as to why I
need it, why I need extra time. But professors and the staff have been
generally very open minded and very kind and very flexible in what they're
willing to do. It's been a very positive experience so far.

Participant 3

It's a huge range. I have one professor this semester, two, actually who are
extremely understanding. They always put in a [inaudible 00:16:07] list but
certain professors just glide over ... if you need help, do this ... contact ...
some are like ... if you need help, don't be afraid to get it. Their attitudes
range dramatically. I had one professor this semester ... sometimes they
don't always think about it in terms ... you don't really realize a lot of things
that the professors will do they'll give a quiz the first half of the class, and
they'll say [inaudible 00:16:30] the second half, you'll have 20 minutes to
do the quiz. Which is a huge problem when I can't get time and a half
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because then I'm rushed, I'm pressured, I don't know what to do..
Participant 4

I had one teacher who was kind of like "uh", but she eventually gave in and
gave another room. Aside from that teacher all my other teachers can be
very helpful ... midterms and finals they we're like, "we got this in another
room, we'll get you set up." Even at times when I didn't have access to a
laptop I asked if I could one and they said definitely [inaudible 00:07:55].
Aside from that one teacher all my other teachers have been very helpful.

Participant 5

All of my teachers have been totally okay with it as far as I can tell. I think
just when they hear me talk; they wouldn't want to make me have to give
presentations in front of the class.

Participant 6

For the most part, a lot of teachers are very nice about it. Most teachers I'll
just hand them the paper that says, I have ADHD. They don't ask any
questions, they'll just be like, "whatever you need, and you just come to
me." And other times they'll a little more into it, and they'll try to help me
out after class. Which to be honest with you I don't like that kind of stuff,
but I know other students would, and I wouldn't take that away from them. I
just tell the teachers straight up, because I don't like to be treated differently
than most students.

Participant 7

I would say that it's pretty neutral, you know no professor that I've had has
ever given me a hard time about any of my academic accommodations.
Yeah, that's it.

Participant 8

They were very helpful. They were so supportive. I wouldn't have gone
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there if my teachers hadn't been like, "okay you need to sign up." It was
really beneficial. They were very supportive. Especially when I went to the
office hours and I told them this is what's happening and they were super
supportive. They were willing to help me out in any way. But they did
emphasize that I wasn't allowed to just sit anywhere in a corner and take a
test. I had to be a part of the testing center.
Participant 9

Okay. That's a really difficult question. I've had professors that, they didn't
necessarily overlook me, but in a way they kind of rubbed me the wrong
way. Of course ... this is confidential and I won't say names, but these
professors, I don't' think they necessarily know they don't totally understand
the whole general definition of learning disabilities. What I think they know
is a disability like physically and I don't think all professors understand that.
And it's very difficult in explaining them what help I need. I know that's
confidential but, especially at B.U. we had TA's and we didn't' have that at
my previous college. TA's it's very difficult because they're students as well.
And you have to explain what you need help with and I had a TA that
actually asked me why do I even have these accommodations? And of
course I couldn't tell her and it was very difficult and I was kind of
embarrassed after. Because it was an inappropriate question to ask me. TA's
I don't feel like they're educated on the system either. So that's kind of an
obstacle.

Participant 10

Most of them are very happy to provide the accommodations. My major
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relates to people who the same disabilities I have and one of my professors
is an expert in my disability. I don’t disclose to him because I’m afraid he’ll
say I won’t need the accommodations.
Conclusion

Throughout the interview process it was discover that most students with an
SLD feel that their professor have a neutral attitude toward their utilization
of the accommodations they are eligible to receive. It was discovered that a
few students felt a negative stigma from certain faculty member, which is
why it is recommended that future trainings be developed to address the
topic of faculty attitudes towards students with an SLD.
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